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          Chapter I  

        Introduction  

                  Urban School Failure 

 “If we do not have good schools, then we will not have good citizens” (Soder, 

2001).  Our country naturally wants to have good citizens, so it logically stands to reason 

that we want all of our schools to provide a quality education.  Unfortunately, this has 

proven more difficult to do in schools that serve students in poor urban environments.  

This premise played a major role in the development of the “No Child Left Behind” 

legislation signed into effect by President George W. Bush on January 8, 2002 (New 

Jersey State Department of Education, 2011).  The purpose of NCLB had been to focus 

on accountability and to produce better educational results for all children, which 

includes identifying struggling schools and turning them around (Taylor, 2008).  With the 

election of a new President in 2008, this focus has only intensified, for Barack Obama’s 

Education Secretary, Arne Duncan, has dedicated an unprecedented $5 billion in federal 

funding to the effort to help reform America’s most troubled schools, the vast majority of 

which are urban public schools (Ramirez, 2009). 

 “Is it possible for schools to help children who face the substantial obstacles of 

poverty and discrimination to learn to read, write, compute, and generally become 

educated citizens?” (Chenoweth, 2007, p. 1)  This is a difficult question that was asked in 

response to whether or not the challenge of NCLB could be met.  Chenoweth’s answer to 

her own question is “yes,” which she explains at the very outset of her research in the 

Preface of her book (Chenowith, pp. xi-xii).  Indeed, not to say “yes” and thus to reject 

this challenge as unreachable simply has too many negative consequences, so to seek to 
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provide all students, including those in poor urban communities, with a quality education 

must be our nation’s goal. 

However, NCLB notwithstanding, providing the poor urban students with 

sufficient educational benefits is still not happening at this time, and this is evidenced by 

the fact that resources are unequal for lower and upper class students.  A good example of 

this can be seen in Southeastern Pennsylvania.  In 2007 in the wealthy Philadelphia 

suburban communities of Lower Merion and Radnor, per pupil spending was $21,399 

and $17,105 respectively; meanwhile, in the nearby poorer urban areas of Philadelphia 

and Chester the per pupil spending was approximately $8,000 (Pennsylvania School 

Boards Association, 2008). 

 This disparity in resources is something that has existed for a long time (Murray, 

Evans & Schwab, 1998), and the political system required to adjust it seemed not likely 

to change soon until the recent goal stated by Secretary Duncan “to rehabilitate the 

nation’s 5,000 lowest performing schools in the next five years” (Ramirez, 2009,p. 1).  

Until Duncan’s goal can be attained, the challenge to help these students will remain and 

will require those involved to use what they have available to accomplish this task .  It 

has been my personal experience that this can be done.  I worked in Philadelphia for 32 

years, the final twelve being spent as principal of that city’s largest school.  Since my 

retirement from that system, I have done extensive work in schools located in other poor 

urban areas such as Harrisburg, Reading, Allentown, and Baltimore.  It is my belief that 

schools do succeed despite these conditions, and that there “are schools that demonstrate 

that successful change efforts are within our reach” (Smith, 2008).  Effectively improving 

America’s failing schools is the problem with which my research will deal, and the  
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purpose of my study was to show that effective leadership is a key, if not the key, to 

making this happen; moreover, it is both the fastest and least expensive way to create 

effective change in challenging urban schools, and a lack of effective leadership is a 

substantial impediment to any improvement efforts. 

 

    Leadership is the Key 

Thus, while there are many reasons that success stories in such schools can take 

place, I planned to focus my research on one in particular: leadership.  Specifically, I 

intend to examine in depth the role played by the principal in some success stories 

involving schools that have achieved recognized excellence in the face of obstacles that 

have prevented most other schools of the same basic profile from succeeding.  In 

undertaking my research on this topic, I considered whether or not I should limit the 

focus of my efforts on one level of schooling, e.g., high schools, or to have it be broad so 

as to include leadership from both elementary and secondary levels.  I have decided to do 

the latter.   

In reaching this decision, I did much reading about effective school leadership models 

and noticed that the literature I studied that examined exemplary principals did so with no 

regard to the grade levels that they served.  In addition, I took note of the fact that in 

Pennsylvania, the state for which my university prepares individuals to be principals, the 

certification is for grades kindergarten through twelve.  The effective practices taught to 

principal candidates must transcend all elementary and secondary grades, and field 

experience hours completed in the certification process must be equally distributed  
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between elementary and secondary levels (Pennsylvania Department of Education 

Certification Guidelines, 2009).  Thus, I surmised that excellent school leaders need to 

possess the same basic skills regardless any of the grades served, and the principals who 

are chosen as the subjects for  my case study will not be limited by grade, only by the fact 

that they serve in challenging urban settings.       

Being named Philadelphia’s Rose Lindenbaum Principal of the Year in 1997 was 

a great honor.  I’m not certain that I was truly the best in that huge system and I’m not 

even certain how this can really be objectively determined, but that recognition is 

probably testament to the fact that I at least did a few things right and that my school was 

recognized as a place where students were achieving.  When I undertook my study, I was  

seeking to find schools such as the one I led that have been generally recognized as doing 

an excellent job.  Indeed, thoroughly researching urban areas to find the proper schools to 

visit was a key to the results of my study.  If I was successful in visiting achieving 

schools, then my examination of their leadership would have importance and relevance to 

my goal, which was to determine what qualities the outstanding urban public school 

principal possesses.  Thus, I would determine just how profound an impact this leader can 

have in causing his/her school to achieve highly despite the challenges to success that 

were present. 

 My purpose was to be successful in this endeavor so that what I state as the results 

of my research would be able to serve as a blueprint that can be used to improve urban 

secondary education.  I hope that my findings will be studied by sitting principals, by 

those who aspire to join those ranks, and by those who observe, supervise, and 
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professionally develop these leaders.  While my focus was be on principals who lead 

challenging schools, my purpose would be enhanced by the fact that many of the general  

leadership principles I delineate will be seen to be relevant to principals on all levels and 

in all communities even though they may be of greatest worth to my targeted group in 

urban areas. 

 

    The Research’s Scope Defined 

 In order to accomplish the purpose of my research, I needed to focus on a few 

specific questions.  The first of these was as follows: what are the characteristics of both 

a challenging urban public school and of a school within that category that is considered 

to be a “success story?”  In order to examine this question it was essential to define some 

key terms.  First of all, what is a “challenging urban public school?”  For purposes of my 

study, I was defining “public school” as one that is under the control of the School Board 

of the city in which it is located.  Whereas charter schools are technically public schools, 

I was not considering those in my research.  My career has been spent working in 

education in Philadelphia and its suburbs, including being employed for two years by a 

large nonprofit corporation that designs and operates charters, and I am well aware of 

how these schools operate through my personal experiences.  In Pennsylvania charters 

operate free of the many local and state requirements that apply to traditional public 

schools, have their own Board of Trustees, and are separate, independent educational 

institutions (Pennsylvania Charter School Law Act 22, 1997).  As such, they often have 

specific advantages, including student selection, funding sources, and others, which can 

give administrators distinct advantages that their counterparts in traditional school 
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settings do not have.  Pennsylvania’s charters share the same characteristics with those in 

other states, for the principles behind their formation is the same on a national level. 

My focus on public schools, then, also means that I will also not be including 

private schools of any kind; for once again the issue of advantages over traditional public 

schools is an obvious problem when trying to compare leaders.  Another type of public 

school that I did not wish to make eligible for purposes of my study was a specially 

designed public school that is under control of the city’s district.  For example, U.S. 

Department of Education Secretary Duncan was previously Superintendent of Schools in 

Chicago, and under his leadership that district established “turnaround” schools, of which 

there are presently eight in operation.  These schools all have an entirely new staff and 

are run by a nonprofit group (Ramirez, 2009).  Once again, I decided to exclude these 

types of schools from my study.  Any urban school, for purposes of my research, that had 

any special advantages, e.g., charter school, magnet school, private school, was not be 

visited by me to see why it has succeeded while overcoming obstacles that other such 

schools have not been able to overcome.  Simply stated, when examining challenging 

urban public schools I would only visit schools that can have no special advantages over 

other similar schools.  In that way, if I am able to show the impact that the principal has 

had in the success of that school, I do not want there to be any factors attributing to the 

success of that school that would invalidate my points concerning the impact of the 

leadership. 

 I wish to make two additional notes regarding this question and the terms 

involved with it.  First of all, while I realize that challenging school settings can exist in 

other than urban settings, in the interest of consistency and validity of conclusions I will 
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limit my school visitations in my case study research to those in urban areas.  Also, as to 

the term “challenging,” I will define this in my examination of objective data concerning  

poverty level, where the free/reduced lunch percentage will be the key indicator.  In 

addition, other factors contributing to a challenging setting will be identified.  The 

“success story” will be defined by referring to higher relevant measures such as test 

scores as well as by a qualitative, in-depth exploration of schools. Thus, my initial 

research question to address was dealing with the establishment of the schools I had to 

select to visit.  Once I was able to select qualified candidates for my study, I was then 

able to proceed and to gather information as to why these schools have succeeded. 

 Second research question. This leads to my second research question, which 

actually contains two points for consideration: why is the principal of a challenging urban 

public school so important, and why do the stakeholders in the organization think their 

principal makes such a difference?  In dealing with this question, I will first quickly 

define two terms.  The principal of the school is the appointed leader of an individual 

school by that district, and the stakeholders can be any group that is a part of the school, 

e.g. teachers, administrators, parents.  Since the goal of the research ultimately is to 

define through examples what exemplary leadership by principals is, then it is valuable to 

first delineate the reasons that such leadership is actually deemed to be important, for if 

the principal’s role is not truly vital, then there would not be a worthy purpose for the 

study.  When responding to Secretary Duncan’s initiative to reform troubled schools, 

John Wilson, who is the executive director of the National Education Association, the 

largest union representing teachers, says that in terms of “the things that we know make a 
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difference the first is having a strong, effective leader” (Ramirez, 2009, p. 2).  In my 

Literature Review, I provide additional references to substantiate this point. 

 Third research question. My third research question is the following: what are 

the qualities and skills that an exemplary public school principal serving in a challenging 

public school setting possesses?  By examining both qualities and skills, I will be seeking 

to determine both the leadership style as well as some specific measures that define 

exemplary principals.  The answer to this question will actually compose the majority of 

work in my research study, for this answer will provide the basis for the development of 

my leadership models.  Indeed, all of the work surrounding visits to the schools in my 

case studies will provide the material to address this question. 

Final research question. My final research question is this: what can present and 

future principals learn from this research in order to become more effective leaders in 

their educational environment?  While the answer to the third question will encompass 

most of the research work that I will undertake, the answer to this fourth question is what 

will make the actual response to my endeavor worthwhile.  The goal is to have this 

research read both by principals presently serving in schools and by individuals who 

aspire to that position.  As a result, it is my sincere desire to have a positive impact on 

principals present and future.  If my research succeeds in doing this, then there will be 

some individuals who give better service as principals, and they will have a positive 

impact on the quality of the educational experience for those that they serve.  

In a national survey of thousands of teachers sponsored by Bill and Melinda Gates 

in partnership with Scholastic Publishing, it was reported that several factors would 

greatly assist in the efforts to improve the state of public education in America.  These 
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teachers noted that higher pay, good professional development, safe working conditions,  

sufficient time for collaboration with fellow educators, and the establishment of a 

national curriculum all were important steps that could be taken.  Yet, first on their list of 

important factors in improving education was good leadership with the most important 

leadership member being the building principal (ASCD Smart Brief, 2010).  It is the goal 

of this research to support the contention of that survey: effective principals are an 

essential ingredient in the establishment and implementation of quality education within a 

school, and this is particularly true in challenging urban settings. 
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        Chapter II 

    Literature Review  

            Urban School Struggles 

 Schools today, particularly those in the nation’s urban communities, are faced 

with the challenge of serving an increasingly diverse student population that is 

academically at risk.  Problems of great severity exist for many children and families; 

central among them are inadequate learning and low self-esteem, compounded by 

stressful life experiences, poor health care, and highly fragmented patterns of services.  

Solutions to these problems require insights and expertise drawn from many disciplines 

and professions and collaboration among family, school, and community.  The best 

information and tools for program implementation and evaluation and, more importantly, 

a broad-based commitment to achieve schooling success and competence of children and 

youth are needed to significantly improve this nation’s capacity for education (Wang, 

1996). 

 Wang’s sentiments were true a decade and a half ago and they still resonate today.  

Urban areas continue to struggle with their ability to provide quality education for their 

disadvantaged youth; cities such as New Orleans, New York, and Chicago are three such 

examples. 

 Sajan George, an educational turnaround expert, said of the New Orleans schools, 

“Don’t spend time fixing the old broken system; spend time building and developing a 

school system from scratch” (Cohen, 2006, p.10).  The first step that Sajan mentions 

when delineating his multi-step plan is to shift budgetary and staffing decisions to 

principals at individual troubled schools, for control is best in the hands of the local site 
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leaders who should be most attuned to their schools’ needs.  If New Orleans schools are 

to be turned around, it will begin with work by quality principals (Cohen, 2006, p. 10). 

 Mayor Bloomberg from New York City with his Chancellor, Joel I. Klein, in 

2003 made improvement of principals in poorly performing schools their number one 

concern in efforts to improve the city’s schools (Goodnough, 2003).  Mr. Klein said 

repeatedly that improving the quality of city principals, especially those who work in 

low-performing schools, was his top priority.  In an effort to recruit and retain 

experienced, highly regarded principals to the most challenging schools, Mr. Klein 

planned to offer $75,000 in bonus money if they agreed to work in such schools for three 

years, but New York’s budget woes did not permit the offer to materialize.  This 

monetary incentive was a key element in Klein’s effort to upgrade what he considered to 

be the most essential element in helping to improve the city’s schools: quality principals 

(Goodnough, 2003). 

 The city of Chicago has been confronting the problem of low achieving schools 

for nearly two decades (Kindler, Boyer & Moore, 2005, p. 4).  The Designs for Change 

research did a fifteen year detailed study of factors that help to improve schools that have 

performed poorly, and they named five essential supports, the first of which is individual 

school leadership.  A recommendation that has been operational for several years is a 

Local School Council (LSC) for each school, and the most critical decision that it faces is 

“to take great care in hiring an excellent principal” (Kindler, 2005, p. 5).  The three major 

responsibilities of the principals in these challenging urban schools are as follows:  

display strong but facilitative leadership in helping to implement a vision for school 

improvement; monitor all aspects of activity in the school while encouraging a buy-in to 
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all aspects of the school; and  provide active educational leadership in the classroom as 

well as solid educational development for the entire staff (Kindler, 2005, p. 6). 

 The College Board got directly involved with education in New York and 

Chicago from 2004-2005.  The Board opened five new schools in poor sections of New 

York City during that period and held a forum in Chicago with education leaders in an 

effort to define what makes an effective principal.  While the forum actually produced 

148 pages of notes, according to the educators who met, the key qualities of good 

principals in these urban settings were consistency, understanding of good instructional 

methods, creation of a positive culture, openness to making changes, and strong 

communication skills (Silverman, 2005). 

 Other recent educational studies have also attempted to define the attributes of 

successful urban principals.  In Making a Difference in Challenging Urban Schools: 

successful principals, the author draws the conclusion that principals make a very 

significant difference in the quality of school education.  In order to accomplish this, she 

says that principals set the school’s direction, develop the people, redesign the 

organization, and change the culture of the school (Michalak, J., 2009). 

 Getting out of the Office and into the Classroom had a special appeal to me, for in 

my twelve years as a high school principal I had the initials “MBWA” printed at the top 

of my “To Do List” every day.  I had read that America’s famous entrepreneur, Sam 

Walton, who founded Sam’s Club and Wal-Mart, used those letters as his guiding 

leadership principle every day; they were an abbreviation for Management By Walking 

Around.  Thus, an article devoted to this technique as a key to being an effective principal 

was of great interest to me.  The author listed seven points a principal needed to follow in  
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order to be around the organization on a continual basis: have an organized routine, keep 

an orderly office, delegate as needed, avoid email overload, communicate well in writing, 

communicate well by phone, and get ready for the next day.  The principal needs to be a 

visible and effective presence around the school in order to lead successfully, and 

following those seven steps will help to make that happen (Parkhurst, 2009). 

 Being a visible presence within the school can help the principal’s effectiveness, 

including building and cultivating relationships with teachers.  In a book about this 

subject, which is stated as being a school leader’s guide, the authors state that there are 

five characteristics of a principal who effectively leads and guides teachers within the 

school: builds positive relationships, sets a clear vision, communicates clearly, chooses 

and uses staff wisely, and is both visible and organized (Hindman, Seiders & Grant, 

2009). 

 Michael Fullan in his Leading in a Culture of Change (2001) says that the role of 

the principal is to cause greater capacity in the organization in order to get better results.  

Collaborative cultures and close relationships are powerful, but they must be focused on 

the right things.  Moral purpose, which includes obtaining the views of dissenters, is the 

key to being certain that the school is focusing on the right things.  It is essential to 

effective leadership, for moral purpose energizes people to pursue a desired and 

appropriate goal.  Fullan states that the principal is the person who through leading by 

example inspires others to make a difference in a positive way. 

 Having referenced several recent sources by devoting approximately a paragraph 

to each one, I will now focus my literature review on an in-depth study of two works that 

examined the effects of leadership in making schools successful in the face of societal  
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challenges.  These two books provide not only relevant and meaningful information but 

also insights into how to effectively engage in such a research process.  Thus, I will now 

present a full review of two books that have direct relevance to my work:  Karin 

Chenoweth’s It’s Being Done (2007) and Lew Smith’s Schools That Change (2008).   

My work will differ in that I will focus specifically on the primary leader of each school, 

whereas these books examine a broader spectrum of causes for success; moreover, my 

research will pertain solely to public schools in urban areas, but these works include 

poverty settings from rural areas.  Despite these differences, these books have sufficient 

similarities to my work to make them very relevant to my pursuits. 

 My plan for reviewing these two books is to examine them individually.  In this 

process I will look both at overall themes in the books as well as to analyze important 

points relative to individual schools that are cited within the respective works.  I will 

begin my review of this literature with a detailed look at It’s Being Done. 

 

                       It’s Being Done 

 At the outset of the book Chenoweth puts forth a question that becomes the basis 

for the contents of her literary piece: “can it be done?”  In order to get the answer she 

spent two years visiting schools with the financial backing of “The Achievement 

Alliance,” which was a partnership of five organizations: The Education Trust, Business                                                                                                                                                                     

Roundtable, Citizens’ Commission on Civil Rights, National Center for Educational 

Accountability, and National Council of LaRaza.  In the process of uncovering successful 

schools in challenging environments, she was delighted to find so many teachers and 
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principals who work hard and for long hours, for they truly believe that they are engaged 

in important work (pp. 2-4).  Whenever I train teachers to work in urban schools, I  

always tell them that teaching should be a “j-o-y” and not a “j-o-b,” and what Chenoweth 

states merely reinforced a belief I have long held. 

 Following her introductory remarks, Chenoweth explained how she was able to 

undertake her task.  In doing this she was very complimentary of the impetus provided by 

No Child Left Behind, for she feels that this act has opened the door to full disclosure of 

data surrounding all schools, which has enabled “members of the public to find schools 

that do a better job than other schools with the same kinds of students” (p. 10).  While the 

government has established procedures for the promulgation of data, including results 

being sent to students’ homes, Chenoweth also lauded websites such as those of The 

National Center for Educational Accountability and The Education Trust which allow 

individuals to generate a list of schools that meet a variety of criteria.  Data from all of 

these sites were essential in her choosing schools to visit (p.10). 

 Chenoweth used these many sources to engage in what she termed “spelunking 

through the data” in order to identify a school as being “visit worthy” (p. 10).  

Specifically, she used seven criteria to select the schools where she felt she was going to 

find successful delivery of a quality education being accomplished: 

 A significant population of children living in poverty and/or a significant 

population of children of color. 

 Either very high rates of achievement or a very rapid improvement 

trajectory. 
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 Relatively small gaps in student achievement in comparison with 

achievement gaps statewide. 

 At least two years’ worth of data. 

 In the case of high schools, high graduation rates and higher-than-state-

average promoting power index (PPI). 

 Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). 

 Open enrollment for neighborhood children—that is, no magnet schools, 

no exam schools, no charter schools. (p. 11-12) 

While the author indicated that there are certainly many success stories across the 

land that she has not written about in her book, she emphatically states that “every school 

described in this book has accomplished something admirable” (p. 14).  She says that 

these schools have achieved academic success in spite of working in conditions that are 

considered quite challenging.  With that as a background, I will now begin to examine the 

schools she selected. 

Chenoweth gives detailed accounts of fifteen schools that she visited throughout 

the country; only two of those were located in the western part of America.  I will contain 

my remarks in this review to seven of the fifteen schools.  Only four of her schools  

are secondary, and I was certain to select those to be among my choices; one of these 

is a school located in the West.  For my elementary sampling, I chose a school in nearby 

Delaware and then one from a very different area, Arkansas.  My final selection is an 

elementary school in Philadelphia, and that was chosen due to the fact that I have 

personal knowledge of that site. 
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    Frankford Elementary School 

 I shall begin the review with a nearby school, Frankford Elementary located in 

Frankford, Delaware.  Chenoweth visited this school in 2005, and 76% of the students  

met the requirements for free or reduced lunches.  Thirty-six percent of the students were 

white, 36% black, and 28% Latino.  Twenty-two percent of the students were considered 

to be special education students (p. 18). 

The principal of Frankford, Sharon Brittingham, arrived in 1997 to a school that was very            

low achieving, but by 2003 an impressive 97.5% of their fifth graders met the state’s 

reading standards.  When she first came, she faced a very negative culture, one where the 

teachers did not believe that success was possible.  Indeed, the most commonly heard 

assessment by teachers was, “You can’t make chicken salad out of chicken shit,” which 

was a particularly poignant phrase since many of the children’s parents work in the 

chicken industry (pp. 18-19).  On a personal note, this reminded me very much of a 

principals’ gathering in Philadelphia I attended many years ago where the black principal 

of a low achieving all black high school, told us that the district was being unfair to ask 

him to have his kids achieve like the more well-to-do schools.  To make his point he said, 

“You can’t win the Kentucky Derby riding on a jackass.”  In both cases the point is the 

same: low expectations are commonplace for schools that face challenging 

circumstances, and this is an obstacle that must be overcome.         

 Brittingham centered her attack on an examination of data and used this intense 

focus as a way to change the negative culture.  She especially used test scores, and the 

goal became to make certain that the data for every child would become at least 

satisfactory; this included state test data, Stanford Achievement Test data, and the 
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school’s home grown assessments.  The key result of all of this was that the principal 

made certain, primarily through the leadership of her reading specialist, Tracy Hudson,  

that every child had an individualized learning plan, one that was well designed, 

implemented, and assessed.  Indeed, Hudson seemed like a key element in the success 

that transpired in the school.  She was the leader in developing the reading and writing 

instruction and even took the lead in science and social studies instruction as well (pp. 

19-20).  The teamwork of Brittingham and Hudson was an element that  Chenoweth does 

not mention at this point.  I believe that for a principal to be successful, he/she must 

assemble, train, evaluate, and support a solid team, and clearly Hudson was a key person 

on this principal’s team.  In all fairness to Chenoweth, she does discuss positive working 

among principals and staffs in her concluding chapter of the book. 

 There were some other strategies that Frankford employed that truly made a 

positive difference for their kids.  An after school homework club became a key 

component of the plan.  In addition, both a program that brought in over 150 volunteers 

to help the children and grants from local businesses that enabled teachers to purchase 

SMART Boards, which are interactive boards that combine the functions of blackboards, 

laptops, and more, helped to raise student achievement.  Last, but not least, the school                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

developed professional learning communities to give the teachers a “real voice” so that 

that they “were not working in isolation anymore” (pp. 21-22). 

 Chenoweth states that she was disappointed that Brittingham retired after the 

2005 school year, but she was pleased that the successor, Duncan Smith, seemed to be 

carrying on with the strategies that had helped to transform Frankford.  Smith has given 

full credit for the continued success of his school to Brittingham (pp. 21-22). 
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            Oakland Heights Elementary School  

             Far to the west of Frankford is the Oakland Heights Elementary School in 

Russellville, Arkansas.  There was one rather ironic similarity to Frankford: the families 

are primarily employed in the chicken industry, in this case it was with Tyson Foods.  

This school was distinctive from the others that Chenoweth examined in one respect: it 

was a predominantly white school.  Most of this school’s 380 K-4 students were white, 

but about 15% were black and 15% Latino.  About three-fourths of the students qualified 

for free or reduced lunches, so the poverty criteria set by Chenoweth was met.  The 

principal of this school was Sheri Shirley, and she clearly believed that data were the 

bedrock of how the school had made its dramatic improvements (pp. 37-38). 

 Data was the main factor used in the creation of “vertical teams,” which organized 

the teachers into teams across grade levels.  By recognizing different learning weaknesses 

of the students through thorough examination of data, these teams greatly increased their 

teaching depth.  They “ramped up their instruction considerably.  To that end the staff 

analyzed scores, visited other schools, studied best practices, and got retrained” (p. 39). 

A very important step that the school took was to “make all the data transparent.”  Now 

every teacher knew his or her own data as well as those of every other teacher thereby 

creating an open scorecard.  To help improve these scores, in each classroom children 

were taught in an hour and a half “literacy block.”  Children were given intense 

instruction in their greatest areas of weakness while in these blocks, sometimes 

individually and sometimes in groups (p. 39). 
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 Making certain that instruction throughout the school was consistent was also a 

priority; therefore, all teachers agreed “to teach expository writing using the same  

program, Step-Up-To-Writing,” which eventually was meant to have all students write 

sophisticated prose.  Thus, even though the school was organized into vertical teams, 

there was total consistency throughout the school on what was being taught with the 

basics.  To assist these teams, Shirley utilized some well trained instructional aides, paid 

with Title I money, very strategically.  She combined her newest aides with her most 

experienced teachers and vice versa in an effort to balance instructional excellence.  In 

addition, the principal also encouraged teachers to observe the instruction of other 

teachers, particularly those in other vertical teams (p. 42-43). 

 Perhaps the best thing that Shirley did, though, was to spend “a great deal of time 

in the classroom herself.”  She was clearly not one to hide in her office but rather took to 

heart her role as the principal teacher ( p. 44-45).  This happens to be the quality in a 

principal that I hold particularly dear.  If a principal sits in the office, he/she is not going 

to know what is going on in the school and is not going to spark the educational process 

around the school.  When I was a principal for twelve years, I had a note at the top of my 

list of things to do every day that simply said: “MBWA.”  These letters were the credo of 

the late billionaire, Sam Walton, who founded Wal-Mart and Sam’s Clubs.  He, of   

course, was from Arkansas, which was where Shirley practiced a technique that would 

have made the mega-wealthy entrepreneur proud.  MBWA simply stands for 

Management by Walking Around.  Walton felt that he couldn’t know what was going on 

in his stores if he didn’t go out to visit each one of them, and that’s precisely what he did 

for years.  So too, a principal learns best what is going on in the school through this 
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technique.  When I employed it, my task was much more challenging than Shirley’s, for I 

had nearly ten times the number of students that she has, but I made an effort to get into 

every classroom at least twice every week.  

 I have made a special point of Shirley’s being around the school for a reason, and 

that is that the author seems to paint a picture of a school that has succeeded in large part 

to the enthusiastic leadership of its principal.  Shirley recognized that “change is hard,” 

but she has been willing to take the necessary lead to make this school move forward.  

The final words of the chapter best summarize Shirley’s commitment to making Oakland 

Heights all it can be.  In that closing statement she states that despite being the principal 

of a high poverty school, “I wouldn’t trade this job for anything” (pp. 45-46). 

 

    Stanton Elementary School 

 The final elementary school’s chapter that I will review is the one that examines 

M. Hall Stanton Elementary School in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, which was visited by 

Chenoweth in 2004.  The school’s principal, Barbara Adderley, arrived in the 2001-2002 

school year at Stanton, which housed about 500 students, all of whom were black and 

mostly all of whom were poor.  At the time of her arrival, Adderley was presented quite a 

challenge, for the teachers at Stanton described the school as being in chaos.  “No one 

wanted to come to the top floor,” which housed the oldest students, sixth graders,  

according to Christina Taylor, who was a fifth grade teacher then. Gang wars in the halls 

between third and fourth graders were commonplace.  It was not a place teachers wanted 

to work or where students were going to learn.  Adderley had to change all that. 
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 The fact that Philadelphia’s School District made some curricular changes that 

helped city-wide and that these were followed diligently at Stanton helped to make a 

difference, but Adderley also worked on changing the climate of the school.  Not long  

after she began, order in the halls was restored, and the big, dreary, three-story building 

“was very clean with a huge fish tank outside the office, student work posted in the 

hallways, and teddy bears posed on rocking chairs next to tables with lots of inviting 

picture books” (pp. 128-129).  No students bothered any of the displays. 

 While setting a new tone and giving priority to discipline were certainly essential 

to turning Stanton around, other specific measures helped too.  The school was divided 

into three academies, each of which was composed of students randomly selected from 

kindergarten through grade six.  The academies created a family atmosphere, one where 

the older students were expected to serve as role models for the youngest.  Routines were 

established, including opening and closing exercises each day complete with a moment of 

silence.  All classrooms were neatly organized and the structure was the same within each 

academy (p. 129-130). 

Perhaps no aspect of the academies was as important as time management.  There 

was an effort to fully use every minute.  A ninety minute math block was established 

along with a two-hour literacy block, and these blocks became the centerpieces of 

instructional organization.  To lead these blocks, as well as all other instruction, Adderley 

relied on her team leaders, who were also literacy, math, and science specialists. These 

leaders were responsible for a strong program of training and professional development 

for the teachers, and the goal of these was to “keep the emphasis on teaching techniques 
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and strategies which means that the discussion stays on instruction.”  The focus was 

always kept on high-quality, fast-paced instruction (pp. 132-135). 

The greatest proof of Stanton’s success lies in the test scores.  In just two years 

the school’s Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) results went from one of 

the most challenged schools in Philadelphia to one of the better performing schools in 

Pennsylvania.  Two years after Adderley assumed command of the school, Stanton’s 

PSSA scores in reading were actually nine points above the state average for students 

scoring proficient or above and a staggering 38 points above the district’s average.  The 

PSSA scores in math were even better.  Stanton scored 16 points above the state average 

and 41 points above that of the district.  All this achieved by a school that had been below 

average previously (pp. 126-127).  Shortly after Chenoweth finished writing about 

Stanton, Barbara Adderley left for a high position in the District of Columbia system.   

  

  

            University Park Campus School 

The first of the four secondary schools that Chenoweth examines, University Park 

Campus School in Worcester, Massachusetts, was one that I didn’t think was truly  

representative of urban high schools in challenging settings.  It had only 200 students and 

was founded through a partnership with Clark University (p. 23).  While the initiatives 

they employed were commendable and will be briefly examined, they may be difficult to 

apply to larger, more challenging settings. 

 The three major attributes described are a tightly focused curriculum, a strong 

teaching staff, and a principal who knows everyone.  All of these are positive suggestions 
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for any school, with the latter obviously being easier to attain in such a small setting.  An 

emphasis on writing was another strength of the program, but a school with such an 

advantageous teacher-student ratio can accomplish this far more easily.  A free, 

academically oriented, Clark-sponsored summer camp staffed by teachers and older 

students was yet another strong advantage of this school (pp. 28-31).  Overall, while I 

applaud University Park for the job that it was doing—and hundreds more of these 

models throughout the country would certainly be a good thing—I think that it was not a 

typical enough setting to be able to apply their techniques to schools with greater 

challenges. 

   Elmont Memorial Junior-Senior High School 

Elmont Memorial Junior-Senior High School in Elmont, New York had ten times 

the number of students at University Park, so I found its story more compelling.  I also 

found a key strategy used as a centerpiece at this school different from any other school  

examined by Chenoweth: observations.  “The observation process is at the core of what 

Elmont is about”(p. 51).  The principal, assistant principals, and department chairs 

engaged in a very extensive, intensive, and meaningful process of classroom 

observations.  One assistant principal said that “observation is the tool for instructional 

growth and instruction drives the building” (p. 51).   Prospective teachers were warned 

about this system of continual evaluation and that the school believed that teaching itself 

was an on-going learning experience.  By giving this information to teachers when they 

were hired, Elmont secured a staff committed to working together and to the 

improvement of education.  To facilitate that, the school built its schedule around 

opportunities for teachers to work together (pp. 52-54).  While other aspects of this 
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school were given some coverage by Chenoweth, clearly the focus was on Elmont’s 

dedication to the improvement of instruction and thereby to the entire school as well 

through an observation process that received far greater emphasis than is customary. 

  

    Granger High School 

Granger High in Granger, Washington was another small school visited by 

Chenoweth.  Having been the principal of what was the largest school in Philadelphia 

when I was there, I can personally attest to the advantages of a smaller setting, which, of 

course, is why so many schools, including my own, employed small learning 

communities in an effort to enhance individual attention in an otherwise all too 

impersonal setting.  I state this to indicate that one of the key elements for positive 

change of schools in challenging settings seems to be creating smaller schools.  Since my 

departure from Philadelphia, the enrolment at my former school has declined over a 

thousand students as the number of high schools has doubled in an effort to make smaller 

settings.  Granger was an example of just one such setting. 

 Of all the schools examined by Chenoweth, Granger had the highest percentage of 

Latino students, about 82%. Eighty-four percent qualified for free or reduced lunch.  

Despite the school’s small size, climate had been a major problem, and the principal, 

Richard Esparza, realized when he came that getting climate under control was a priority.   

One of the first things he did was to make a “frontal assault on gang-related graffiti and 

clothing.  All graffiti are removed by maintenance employees within 24 hours” (p.117).  

When I was vice principal at Germantown High in the 1980’s, there were gangs in our 

neighborhood, and I learned then how important it was to use these strategies.  We 
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removed graffiti as soon as possible, sometimes photographing it first as evidence to be 

used against offenders.  When I became a principal, I employed the same attack.  At 

Granger, after taking these steps Esparza then set out to make the school more personal, 

something that had not been done despite its size (pp. 117-118). 

 Esparza brought in teams of community people to help, encouraged teachers to 

become far more involved with their students, placed large posters in the halls detailing 

student accomplishments, received a grant that allowed the hiring of a social worker, a 

case manager, and a therapist, and tried to get students more involved in activities.  The 

fact that Esparza came from a background similar to that of his students seemed to give 

him a strong sense of what was needed and a rapport with his kids (pp. 116-121). 

 Academically, the school employed specific new strategies for reading, science, 

and math, and in 2006 the staff began to implement a professional learning community 

model.  In all of these initiatives, Esparza remained at the front, and his attitude has been  

a key in the school’s success.  He had embraced the accountability of No Child Left 

Behind, and while he believed the law needed to be tweaked, he supported its basic 

premise that all kids deserve a good education.  He says, “Hold schools accountable. 

Don’t let schools like us off the hook”(p. 124).   

 

           Port Chester Middle School 

The final secondary school examined by Chenoweth is the Port Chester Middle 

School in Port Chester, New York.  My reading of this chapter gave me a few points of 

genuine interest different from those in the others.  Port Chester had a Latino population 

almost as great as Granger’s, but Port Chester seemed much more focused on that aspect.  
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Under the direction of its principal, Carmen Macchia, Port Chester made it a point of 

having every teacher in the building be considered an ESL teacher (pp. 178-180).  I found 

this to be of particular interest, for recently I was engaged in a project with  Harrisburg, 

Pennsylvania to do this very thing in four of their schools.  Macchia is himself an 

immigrant form Italy, and this has given him a passion to work with students who are 

first generation Americans.  When he was hired, the teacher committee asked him rather 

sarcastically how long he intended on staying, for the job had been a revolving door.  

Thirteen years later, he’s still there with no plans to leave (p. 178). 

While Chenoweth does give an account of some strategies employed by the 

school that have been beneficial, they don’t differ greatly from some of the other schools.  

I found it more interesting to focus again on the principal, who many of the staff 

described as a unique individual.  An assistant principal said, “He is passionate about 

every aspect of the school—he is even passionate about the guy who waters the lawn” (p. 

187).  A close friend of mine, Jim Peters, was an extraordinarily successful principal of  

Frankford High in Philadelphia for two decades, and, like Macchia, he paid attention to 

every detail.  In Peters’ case, though, an avid gardener, he even planted the garden at the 

football field and watered it personally.  Like Macchia, he was in love with his school, 

and that’s why he never left until he retired from there.  Macchia seems to possess those  

qualities of devotion and energy, and it was a major reason that his school was selected 

for inclusion in It’s Being Done. 

    Successful Strategies 

 Chenoweth concludes her work with a list of What It’s Being Done Schools Do 

That Is Different.  The following are her points: 
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 They teach their students. 

 They don’t teach to the state tests. 

 They have high expectations for their students. 

 They know what the stakes are. 

 They embrace and use all the data they can get their hands on. 

 They use data to focus on individual students, not just groups of students. 

 They constantly reexamine what they do. 

 They embrace accountability. 

 They make decisions on what is good for kids, not what is good for adults. 

 They use school time wisely. 

 They leverage as many resources from the community as possible. 

 They expand the time students—particularly struggling students—have in 

school. 

 They do not spend a lot of time disciplining students, in the sense of  

punishing them. 

 They establish an atmosphere of respect. 

 They like kids. 

 They make sure that the kids who struggle the most have the best 

instruction. 

 Principals are a constant presence. 

 Although the principals are important leaders, they are not the only 

leaders. 

 They pay careful attention to the quality of the teaching staff. 
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 They provide teachers with the time to meet and to plan and work 

collaboratively. 

 They provide teachers time to observe each other. 

 They think seriously about professional development. 

 They assume that they will have to train new teachers more or less from 

scratch and carefully acculturate all newly hired teachers. 

 They have high-quality, dedicated, and competent office and building staff 

who feel themselves part of the educational mission of the school. 

 They are nice places to work. (pp. 217-225) 

This list is an excellent summary of the many points made by Chenoweth in her book 

about schools where “it’s being done.”  It will serve as an outstanding guide as I 

undertake my research in the future. 

 

    Schools That Change 

The second piece of literature that I intend to review is Lew Smith’s Schools That 

Change.  Near the outset of his book, Smith engages in the logical process of defining the 

key term in the his title: change.  To that end, Smith states that there are basically four 

dimensions of change, the first being: “Is it substantial rather than superficial?”(p. 33).  

He asks if there has been a measurable change in attitudes and values, if instructional 

practice has dramatically changed, if teachers own the change, and if students and staff as 

a result now want to come to school.  Second, he asks: “How deep and broad is the 

change?”(p. 37).  Is it systemic rather than isolated?  He wants to assure that change is 

throughout the entire school and not just one part, that changes have been felt across a 
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broad range of areas such as instruction and accountability, that there is a perception 

among all stakeholders that positive change has taken place, and that this same feeling 

exists in the wider community.  Third, he asks: “How is the change focused?”(p. 40).  Is 

it student centered, looking at teaching and learning?  Related to this question, he wants 

to know if the overall quality of teaching has improved, if innovative practices have been 

instituted, if there is an alignment of instruction and standards, and if the school culture 

has become a learning organization.  The fourth and final dimension of change he makes 

is this: “How is the change measured?”(p. 44)  Is it solution or outcome oriented?  

Concerning these questions he wants to know if there has been a sharp increase in student 

achievement as measured by both in-school and external assessments, if there are 

documented increases in measurable outcomes, and if the school has won any recognition 

and awards for improved performance (pp. 33-44). 

 In chapter three of his book, Smith lists all of the schools that have been National  

School Change Award winners from 2000-2007.  Of the 29 schools listed on two separate 

figures, none were from Pennsylvania where I work or from South Jersey where I live, so 

this time I had no personal knowledge of any of the schools mentioned (pp. 48-49).  In 

the two parts of his book that follow, Smith examines eight of these schools in some  

depth, four of them elementary and four secondary.  In the interest of describing a good 

representative sample, I will focus my remarks on half of them.  One of the four 

secondary schools is George Washington Carver Academy in Waco, Texas, and this 

chapter centers around the struggle for desegregation in schools ( pp. 122-134).  While 

the information is well presented and the historical account important, for the most part 

this story was not directly related enough to my research’s intent, so I have chosen not to 
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make it part of my literature review.  Instead, I will focus on the other three secondary 

schools highlighted by Smith and attempt to extract some of his central ideas about why 

they had been able to change for the better. 

 

    Gustav Fritsche Middle School 

 The first of the three secondary schools whose change Smith explores deeply that 

I will be examining is Gustav Fritsche Middle School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  In the 

1980’s this school was considered a place you did not want to be in Milwaukee.  One 

teacher described it as “the school no one would choose to go.”  The students ran wild, 

fights were common, and the principal was nowhere to be seen (pp. 109-110). 

 The principal who stepped into the middle of all of this was Bill Andrekopoulos.  

From the outset he told the staff that their school would climb to the top, and his 

extremely energetic personality convinced them that this could happen.  He was a product 

of that city’s public schools, and his conservative and religious background led him to be 

an industrious and traditional person.  He does possess one particular quality, though, that  

may have been most helpful of all: an excellent ability to listen.  I believe this is an 

essential quality to be a successful leader, and Andrekopoulos according to Smith has  

used this well.  He developed a reputation as one who is open to suggestions, and, as one 

teacher put it, “Bill makes people feel their opinions are valued” (pp. 110-111). 

 When Bill addressed his staff in September of 1988 he let them know that in five 

years Fritsche would be recognized as a National Blue Ribbon school.  As promised, five 

years later the school applied for the award, but it fell short.  While he and his staff were 

disappointed in not being recognized, he had succeeded in raising the bar, and the school 
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had made great strides; however, just as important was that they now joined together to 

see how further improvements could be made so that the award could still be attained at 

some point in the near future (pp. 112-113). 

 Year by year, the school continued to change and to try to move forward.  A 

block-scheduling model was voted for and implemented, then looping was added, and 

finally each of the three grades—six through eight—was organized into a grade level 

house.  Classrooms replaced desks with round tables, problem-based and cooperative 

learning were implemented, and the inclusion program was evaluated.  The principal was 

not reluctant to embrace change, but perhaps nothing he initiated was more radical than 

what he had applied to himself.  In 1996 he turned over his evaluation to the staff, a move 

that shocked the entire school system.  Three years later he gave control of the 

prospective teacher interview process to a committee of staff and parents.  These moves 

showed that the man with the conservative background had become quite a renegade and 

revolutionary as a principal.  “His steps were radical, but they worked” (pp. 114-120). 

Indeed, a drawing depicting the school change process at Fritsche shows a picture 

of a dragon, and it is being slain by a knight on whose outfit is inscribed “Mr. A.”  Mr. A  

is holding a sword with which to slay the dragon, and many of the innovations, such as 

peer mediation and block scheduling, are aiming their arrows at the dragon as well.  

Proudly hanging above the dragon’s head are shields, two of which proudly proclaim: 

Change Award and Blue Ribbon Award (pp. 120-121). 
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 Louis W. Fox High  

The next secondary school in my review discusses the Louis W. Fox Academic 

and Technical High School in San Antonio, Texas.  Located just a few miles from the 

Alamo, by 1995 Fox Tech, which served a largely Latino student body, “had become a 

symbol of all that was wrong with American education.  Like the Alamo, Fox Tech 

represented a lost battle.”  Shockingly, it had become known as “the worst high school in 

the state” (p. 136). 

 Located in a section of the city populated by failing businesses and empty lots, it 

was best known for its crime, violence, and drugs.  Not surprisingly, students didn’t want 

to go there, parents didn’t want to send their kids there, and teachers didn’t want to work 

there.  This was certainly not a setting for success for a high school.  It came as no shock, 

then, in May of 1995 when rumors that Fox Tech would be disestablished, which, of 

course, is merely a polite term for shut down, proved to be true.  Many actually 

welcomed the thought in order to get away from the place; however, the district decided 

to give one final effort to change the school, and so it assigned a new principal and hoped 

for the best.  To accomplish this feat, a successful middle school principal was sent in, 

Joanne Cockrell.  Prior to her work as a successful middle school administrator, Joanne  

had been a highly regarded mathematics teacher as well as a winning track and basketball 

coach (pp. 136-138).  I believe that having been a good teacher is an excellent  

background for a principal who, after all, is the principal teacher.  In addition, I have seen 

outstanding principals so often come from a coaching background where leadership 

fundamentals are so well developed.  Thus, Cockrell’s profile seems to fit that of a person 

ready to assume quite a challenging high school principalship assignment. 
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 In 1995 Joanne Cockrell and the leadership team she put in place were ahead of 

their time by immediately reorganizing Fox Tech into four theme-based academies.  This 

was at the heart of efforts to create small caring communities within the large, previously 

impersonal building.  The academy concept was not a magical solution, for adjustments 

had to continually be made, such as creating new courses, infusing themes into core 

classes, building in college and career exploration, and developing a sense of family.  

Curricular development became the responsibility of each academy’s teachers, and 

expectations continued to rise.  By June, 1998, Fox Tech “was the talk of the district and 

the state.”  Their TAAS math scores rose to first in the district, reading to fifth in the 

district, and writing to second in the district.  They placed second in attendance at 93% 

and in dropout rate, which was down to 1.2%.  The results were so astounding that 600 

new students enrolled, swelling the school to 1,500 after it had shrunk to half that size 

three years before.  Fox Tech had succeeded, and people wanted to get on board (pp.140-

142). 

 It’s not surprising that the principal gained a great deal of respect from the staff 

and from her students.  What might be surprising is the unique relationship she developed  

with those students.  Having gained their respect, she was then able to become very close 

and informal with many of them, and she was able to use that relationship to help solve  

and prevent student problems around the school.  She would take almost daily car rides 

through the neighborhood to track down truants, to warn dropouts who were nearby 

bothering her students that they should leave the area, and to go to local shops to respond 

to issues with shopkeepers regarding her students (pp. 142-143).  I know these techniques 
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are effective, for I know of several principals in Philadelphia who have used them, and I 

know that the administrative team at Washington High did also. 

 Cockrell’s athletic background probably inspired another positive step she took to 

affect the culture at her school.  She instituted a Wall of Fame, and eventually barren 

walls of a balcony overlooking the school’s lobby became a showpiece containing 

photographs and biographies of prominent Fox Tech alumni.  She wanted her students to 

know that Fox tech alumni were among San Antonio’s leaders and that they could aspire 

to that same greatness.  This wall symbolized the new Fox Tech as an institution that was 

committed to success.  A new belief statement was put on paper and posted throughout 

the building.  It affirmed the following: 

 Institutions, not students, are at risk. 

 Educators build the foundations of future success for their students and 

support them every day, not just during class time. 

 Education is the key to breaking the bonds of poverty. 

 Lack of family support does not negate our support; it only increases it. 

 There is no special education world; therefore, every child must be serviced in 

a regular education setting. 

 It is our responsibility to provide a safe, friendly learning environment and 

provide opportunities for the growth of all students, academically, 

emotionally, physically, and socially. 

 All students can and will learn when their interests are addressed. (pp. 143-

144) 
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I was pleased to see that this step was taken at Fox Tech, and it’s the only instance 

in either book that I have reviewed where the promulgation of a mission statement of 

some sort was mentioned.  When I was a principal, I thought this was an absolute 

necessity, and I had a statement developed by our School Management Council, which 

consisted of administrators, faculty, staff, parents, and students, and then posted in every 

room in the building.  It was much briefer than Fox Tech’s, for I wanted something quite 

easy to remember.  When asked why I felt a widely posted mission statement was so 

important, I always used to say that the best way for everyone in an organization to be on 

the same page is to let them know what page they are on.  I think this is what Cockrell 

succeeded in doing. 

Fox Tech was clearly a story of both change and success.  One teacher compared 

the struggle at Fox Tech with the nearby famous Alamo.  The massacre at the Alamo was 

a horrible start to that war, and the disestablishment of Fox Tech was a horrible way to 

commence school improvement.  Fortunately, though, someone finally stated simply and 

emphatically, “Surrender was not an option” (pp. 145-146).   

 

      Niles High School 

By 2000 more than 100 manufacturers with 4,200 employees were producing 

high-quality, high-tech products in Niles, Michigan.  It was a community that had  

changed with the times; unfortunately, Niles High had not.  Two things that had 

happened in the 1990’s had contributed to Niles’ downward slide.  First was a school 

board decision.  Because school choice was seen as being on the horizon in their state, the 

local board decided to pilot a school choice program with two neighboring districts, 
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Brandywine and Edwardsburg.  The idea was for parents to choose among the three and 

that this choice would benefit all concerned.  It did not (pp. 149-152). 

 Almost no students from the two neighboring districts selected to come to Niles, 

and what was worse is that many of the finest students at Niles elected to leave.  The 

other problem didn’t involve students who didn’t wish to attend Niles; rather, it involved 

students who had graduated from Niles.  Many alumni returned to their school to say that 

they had not been properly prepared for more rigorous academic work in college and that 

they lacked marketable skills, experience in working in teams, and the ability to think 

critically.  In short, they said that they hadn’t failed but that Niles had (pp. 151-152). 

 To change the landscape at Niles the superintendent selected someone from 

within the system, Doug Law.  Law had a strong record for implementing educational 

change in his previous assignments.  While he admired Walt Disney and Ben Franklin 

and believed in applying their visionary ideas to his work, Law was most influenced by 

his twenty summers as an assistant director of a YMCA camp.  It was there that he truly 

became a believer in team building, and it was the concept upon which he built the 

foundation of his program of change at Niles (pp. 152-153). 

The cornerstone of his change efforts at Niles was the SIT that he put into place 

and then allowed to direct the school’s course.  The SIT, School Improvement Team, had  

been disempowered under the previous leadership, and when Law was initially assigned 

only half-time to the school, he became highly involved with the team where he worked 

diligently and grew in stature at the school.  A short time later, in 1994, he was named 

full time principal, and now he was able to give the SIT the direction and power it 

needed.  At no time was this more fully put into place than the late fall of 1995.  At that 
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time Law became disappointed in how slowly the SIT was able to effect change and how 

much the planning meetings themselves were bogging down.  Thus, at one of the 

meetings he addressed the teachers and said, “Would it help if the school administrators 

were not there?”  This was a bold move that could have backfired, but it did not.  Instead, 

the SIT moved forward vigorously and helped to put into place many of the reforms that 

would change the face of Niles for the better (pp. 155-156). 

 Many changes went into effect for the start of the 1996-97 school year.  A 

Freshman Connection program with advisors who would help ninth graders with 

transition to high school was begun.  Students were placed into three career clusters for 

their final three years of school, and some courses specific to those career paths were 

added; graduation credits were increased as well (p. 157).  As I read this information 

presented by Smith, I reflected on my own principalship at Washington High in 

Philadelphia.  I had reorganized my school into similar units five years before this, and 

we had eight such academies and SLC’s (small learning communities) at Washington.  I 

can personally attest to the fact that these smaller units within a large organization are  

very helpful in creating a better educational climate and also in fostering meaningful 

change.  These two results are precisely what transpired at Niles. 

 In 2000 Niles was one of the first six schools to win the National School Change 

Award and was the only high school in the nation to win that honor.  Niles High School 

had moved “from being ordinary to extraordinary.”  For a few years their staff had been 

visiting schools to try to get ideas about how to do their job better, and by 1999 they were 

“hosting educators from across America who wanted to find out how Niles had converted 
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itself into a school that prepared its students for college and the work world (pp. 157-

158). 
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        Chapter III  

       Methodology 

 

The research design that I chose to use to address the proposed questions in my 

study was the use of Case Studies that use a substantial amount of qualitative research.  

Basically, what I intended to do was to select schools that predicted to be appropriate for 

visitation, to evaluate the principal in each of those schools, and to develop an exemplary 

leadership model based on the evaluations.  The first step, then, was to decide which 

schools I should visit in order to conduct my research. 

 

   Urban Schools Selection 

  Since the purpose of these visits was to gather information to delineate those 

points that make a successful urban school principal, I obviously needed to ascertain 

which schools were most likely to yield the information that I was seeking.  Since I did 

not have unlimited time and was not being funded in my pursuits, I needed to select 

carefully, for I needed to choose wisely so that I didn’t spend a great deal of time at a 

school only to discover that the principal there really had little in the way of positive 

technique to contribute to my study.  To that end, I took several steps to try to insure that 

the schools I visited yielded the results I was looking for. 

 Before explaining the measures I intended to follow to try to select schools with 

model principals, I first wish to explain why I was not seeking to visit schools with poor 

reputations or even schools at random.  After all, this could have be done to help compile 
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a list of what not to do as a leader that could be valuable as well.  The problem, however, 

was rather simple to explain. In order to conduct my research, I had to present each  

person who I was involving directly in the process with an Informed Consent Form that 

he/she had to sign.  This gave me permission to use the information that I gained from 

them as part of my research study and assured them that what I wrote in my dissertation 

will be published and available to be read by anyone with an interest. Thus, I felt certain 

that any principal who believed that I  made the leader and his/her school the object of 

criticism was not going to be cooperative with my endeavors.  Moreover, the purpose of 

my research was to show what to do and not what to avoid doing, and anyone reading my 

list of positive attributes of an effective principal would be able to discern that to do the 

opposite would not be recommended. 

 To determine potential positive principal models to visit, I employed several 

strategies.  In her book Chenoweth described data that she used to help her choose “visit 

worthy schools” (p.10).  I gave strong consideration to following one or more of the 

considerations that she felt were important, such as income levels and free/reduced lunch.  

I  also looked at books similar to the two I have reviewed to see if there were any 

potential schools located reasonably close to where I live that could have been visitation 

candidates.  I also talked with many friends and contacts I made during my career who 

might have been able to suggest schools to see or perhaps superintendents I could have 

contacted who could give me worthy principals to study.  In addition, I  also searched on 

line among various urban systems, again within a reasonable geographical area, to see if I 

could uncover potential sites.  Indeed, in order to have principals agree to let me visit as 
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an independent researcher I needed some sort of personal reference when I first 

approached with my request to spend time with them and their schools. 

 My intent was to produce a list of several candidates to visit, and then I contacted 

them individually to introduce myself and to explain the purpose of my research.  The 

first contact ideally was made by telephone, but a preliminary email sometimes was my 

way of requesting the call.  Having talked on the phone, if the candidate was receptive I  

then offered to follow up by sending a detailed explanation of the entire process I was 

going to use if I were to visit the candidate’s school.  My doing this served two purposes.  

First, it was obviously a way for me to receive permission from the candidates after they 

fully understood what would be expected.  Second, though, I was hopeful that in my 

discussion with the candidate I would be able to get a sense for whether or not these 

individuals had the type of positive attitude, organizational pride, and other attributes that 

would make them good subjects for my study’s purpose.  Once a candidate became a 

person I had actually selected to research, then I got my signed permission from both this 

individual as well as all others in the school who I eventually directly involved. 

 One other factor needs to be mentioned here as part of the selection process.  I 

was not looking for change in a school as a prerequisite for making a visit.  In the two 

books I have reviewed change was a central theme, but that was not my intent here.  

Conversely, a model principal I was seeking may have been at the school for many years 

and been running a very established and effective organization.  In fact, I gave preference 

to a principal who had served in the same building for three years at the very minimum 

but hopefully for at least two years longer than that. I have long believed that it is easier 

to assume a position of leadership, make vast changes that are well received, and then  
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vacate before the benefits or perhaps consequences of those initiatives transpire than it is 

to remain in leadership for a substantial period of time and have continued excellence and 

school improvement result from that leadership.  Having served as an urban principal at 

the same school for twelve years, I took pride in believing that the school was better 

when I left than when I started, and I understand the challenges as well as the rewards of 

longevity in a leadership position.  Thus, it was important to me to compile a list of 

quality traits in a principal that are not meant to merely “make a name” for someone for a 

short time, but rather traits that would enable a principal to direct a school for a 

prolonged period of excellence. 

 

   First Person Narrative Qualitative Tradition 

 In presenting my Data Analysis I will use a substantial amount of first person 

narrative writing.  I want to be clear that it was I who was involved with the research at 

each school, for as is stated in the fifth edition of the APA Publication Manual, the writer 

does not want “to give the impression that you did not take part in your own study”(APA 

Manual, 2005, p. 38).  The Manual further states that to avoid confusion the author 

should “use a personal pronoun” (p. 38).  This is the style that is employed by the 

prominent education researcher, Stephen R. Covey in his work, The Leader in Me: How 

Schools and Parents around the World Are Inspiring Greatness, One Child at a Time 

(2008).  In this book, Covey employs a Case Study technique that is qualitative, and he 

repeatedly uses the pronouns “I” and “me” as he refers to various observations that he 

makes.  For example, he states, “I will introduce what some creative districts are doing to 

use leadership principles to redefine their cultures” (p. 17).  His primary case study to 
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show how school excellence can be attained is focused on the A.B. Combs Elementary 

School in Raleigh, North Carolina. 

 Another work that employed a qualitative Case Study approach is Leading 

Change in Your School: How to Conquer Myths, Build Commitment, and Get Results 

(2009) by Douglas B. Reeves.  Reeves tells stories from various districts, and they all 

share a passion for creating schools that work for all students usually in the face of 

obstacles.  One example of his first person approach is when he says, “One principal in 

Nevada (who preferred that I not use her name) faced exceptional challenges (p. 74).  On 

the next page (p. 75) he states, “My personal online search for organizations led me ….”  

Throughout the  qualitative work, he employs the first person narrative style.  His 

mention of confidentiality for the Nevada principal raises another issue in my 

methodology that I will explore at this chapter’s close. 

 Of further note, Karin Chenoweth’s, It’s Being Done, that I have referenced so 

much, employed the first person over two dozen times in just her four page introduction 

alone as she gives a personal account of her many educational visits in this work. 

 

         How Many Schools to Visit? 

 When I was ready to actually begin my school visits, a reasonable question to 

consider was this: how many principals should be assessed?  Using the two books I 

reviewed as a reference, I decided to visit ten.  Initially, I had believed that I would have 

to see many more; however, after reading these two books I realized that would not be 

necessary and might actually be unworkable.  While these two authors did visit more than 

ten schools, they had more time and resources than I had.  Chenoweth, for example, did 
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her exploration as a major occupational endeavor with financial backing for two years.  

While I could have attempted to see more, I preferred to do a thorough examination of 

ten excellent principals than a more cursory one of a higher number. 

As to which urban areas I visited to explore my sample schools, I needed to limit 

the area they are located to places within a reasonable distance of my home, certainly 

schools that I will be able to access by automobile.  Philadelphia was a  

logical place to start, and I used that system as a place where I was able to study some 

excellent samples; however, I wanted this research to be about urban principals, not just 

Philadelphia principals.  I was willing to travel and to stay overnight, but that was my 

limit.  An important consideration in this process was that I wished to stay at least a full 

day at a school for my basic assessment, which is why one overnight could have been 

necessary.   

 Having selected the schools I wished to visit and having contacted the respective 

principals, I then needed to establish my visitation schedule.  In order to do this I had to 

take into account the school year, which runs from September through June.  From my 

own experience I was aware that September and June are probably the two worst months 

to visit, for the principals and others at the school would be most hard pressed to give me 

the time I needed during those opening and closing periods.  Thus, I sought to conduct all 

of my visits some time from October through May.  Since this was be my window of 

visitation opportunity, I did my initial principals’ contacts during the summer months 

since they would not be as busy then and since that would afford ample time between my 

initial contact and actual visitations. 

 My visitations were well planned and comprehensive.  Necessary approval   
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from each principal as well as from every individual the principal and I agreed I will meet 

had to be obtained.  I conducted an interview with the principal, which came after I  

had received a completed survey in advance of my arrival (Appendix A).   I  also joined 

with the principal for an extensive tour of the entire organization.  I wanted to visit 

classes, tour hallways and bathrooms, go to the student cafeteria at lunch time, and 

witness opening and dismissal procedures.  I interviewed teachers, parents, other staff  

who might be present, another member of the administrative team, and, if possible, at 

least one person to whom the principal reports.  I also sought to uncover any data that 

may be at the site that could add to data I was able to collect in advance.  This entire 

process needed to be somewhat open-ended in terms of the tentative schedule that I had 

set, for determining precisely how long each visit would take was difficult. 

 

         The End Result 

 The end result of all of these endeavors was to formulate a description of the 

characteristics that describe a successful urban school principal.  In that pursuit it was 

important to have as a reference a set of criteria upon which I was able to base my 

findings.  The ten most likely criteria that I considered to determine if a principal I  

observed can be considered as an urban model are as follows: 

 The profile of the principal’s school indicated that there are distinct and vital 

challenges that had to be met and overcome. 

 Data such as state tests, district examinations, and in-house instruments have been 

indicative of a school that was above proficient.   
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 Other important data such as attendance, punctuality, graduation rates, and 

relevant school safety records were indicative of a school that was achieving. 

 At least one positive assessment by someone who supervised the principal was 

helpful.  In addition, positive comments from members of the school community 

were gathered. 

 The observable school climate must have been exemplary.  In other words, 

hallways, classrooms, assemblies, cafeteria, bathrooms, and the exterior campus 

must all have been clean, pleasant, graffiti-free, and orderly. 

 There were examples of positive innovative programs that had been established in 

the school under this principal’s direction, which included excellent use of 

technology and effective instructional delivery models. 

 The student body should have been engaged in a positive fashion as shown by 

their attentiveness to the instructional program during the school day. 

 Faculty attendance should have been excellent and their active participation in a 

meaningful program of professional development was verifiable. 

 Awards for the school, portions of the school, and/or for the principal were be 

desirable. 

 Any special achievements, including overcoming any unique and/or major 

problems in order to achieve a successful school, were given consideration. 

While the purpose of my dissertation was to ascertain a set of exemplary 

characteristics that were indicative of a model urban school principal, the focus of the 

enhanced Literature Review was broader.  By reviewing both It’s Being Done and  

Schools That Change, I was able to examine factors in addition to that of the principal  
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that made schools successful in settings that were truly challenging. The review of the 

two books was intellectually and professionally beneficial, but, more important for my 

dissertation, it also presented me with examples of solid research methodology that I 

could replicate in my work.   

 

    Data Collection Methods 

 At this point I will turn my attention to some specifics with regard to data 

collection methods that I planned to employ.  To accomplish this, I will briefly indicate 

how I explored the ten most likely criteria that have just been delineated. 

 The profile of the principal’s school took  into account data that were indicative of 

a challenging setting with the  percentage of students eligible for free lunch being the 

primary indicator of the school’s poverty level. Any additional information that indicated 

success under the direction of the present school’s leader were noted.  Since I visited 

schools in four states, the standardized tests for each of these were certainly examined. 

 In 1999, Pennsylvania adopted academic standards for reading, writing, speaking 

and listening, and for mathematics.  The measure of these is a yearly standards-based, 

criterion-referenced assessment known as the previously noted PSSA.  Each year every 

Pennsylvania student in grades 3 through 8 and grade 11 is assessed in reading and math, 

and every student in grades 5, 8, and 11 is assessed in writing.  Every student in grades 4, 

8, and 11 is assessed in science.  Student scores fall into one of four categories: advanced, 

proficient, basic, or below basic (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2010).  This 

information is public knowledge for all schools and was an essential element for me to 

use when evaluating academic success of any school I chose to examine from 
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Pennsylvania.  The standardized tests for the other four states I visited were equally 

important. 

 Delaware uses the DSTP (Delaware Student Testing Program) on a yearly basis to 

assess its students’ performance in English Language Arts, mathematics, science, and 

social studies for K-12.  As a result of DSTP many reports and documents are produced, 

including state summary reports, and accountability information is generated for students, 

schools, and districts (Delaware Department of Education, 2010). 

 New York provides a testing system for elementary and intermediate level 

students in grades 3 through 8 in English, mathematics, science, and social studies.  High 

school students all take the Regents Examinations and the Regency Competency Tests 

(RCTs).  In addition, the state also provides special testing for English language learners 

(New York State Department of Education, 2010). 

The Kentucky School Testing System is designed to improve teaching and student 

learning in Kentucky through its tests in reading, math, science, and social studies 

administered in grades 4, 7, and 12.  It includes the Kentucky Core Content Tests as well 

as on-demand writing prompts and alternative assessments for students with severe to 

profound disabilities.  Testing is supported by the state’s Office of Assessment and 

Accountability (OAA) (Kentucky Department of Education, 2010). 

 While state test data were obtainable from each respective state where I studied a 

school and its leadership, data such as attendance, punctuality, graduation rates, and 

school safety were obtainable at individual schools and/or from the districts in which they 

were located.  As to the observable school climate, that was obviously something that I  

viewed personally as I extensively toured through all areas of the school during my 
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visitation.  During the visitation, I was seeking written and/or oral comments from those 

to whom the principal reported and well as from those who taught, learned, or served in 

some other capacity in the school. It was during these visitations that I assessed students’ 

involvement in instruction and extra-curricular life, faculty professional development, 

and awards and special achievements of each school.  I  also endeavored to learn as much 

information about these areas in pre and post-visitation communications. 

I believe that each individual in-depth visitation was a strong point of my research 

methodology.  As a result of the visits and all the related research efforts, I produced 

detailed explanations that showed why the principal of each school was an effective 

leader.  Thus, my examination was not cursory; moreover, my own background as an 

urban educator strengthened my analysis by adding credibility to any personal 

assessments that I made as part of my evaluations.  Using state tests and other objective 

data combined with my qualitative research gathered from interviews and personal 

observations to form a strong body of convincing evidence to support the positive worth 

of each school leader.  My concluding points as to what qualities were possessed by 

effective school leaders in challenging urban settings were logical and well developed, 

and this was a genuine strength of my work. 

 A weakness of my methodology may have been the number of schools sampled.  

Due to limitations of time and finances, I was not be able to visit a large number of 

schools, nor was I be able to visit urban schools throughout the nation.  I visited ten in 

four states; however, while this was a limitation in my methodology I do not believe it 

was a concern in terms of validity.  I selected the schools carefully, researched 

thoroughly, visited diligently, and concluded logically; thus, the validity of my 
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conclusions should not be called into issue.  Based on a thorough examination of several 

principals of schools in challenging urban settings in multiple states, I reached some solid 

principles concerning principals that I trust will be able to be used as a foundation by 

others in order to improve urban education. 

 

            Ethics and Confidentiality     

 In terms of ethical concerns, participation in my research was voluntary by all 

involved.  I also referred to data that was open, public knowledge, and I was certain that 

informed consent had been obtained from those who were a part of my research.  Since I 

was only using exemplary principals in my published work, there was little chance that 

there would be a negative impact on any of them.  Having said all of this, complete 

confidentiality may not have been possible in terms of the specific schools and principals 

cited in my research, but, as I have stated, this did not present any ethical issues since 

inclusion in my work is by definition a positive event. 

I took one obvious step towards confidentiality, and that was not to use the actual 

names of schools and principals in my case studies.  According to the APA Publication 

Manual 5
th

 Edition, an “option is to disguise some aspects of the case material so that 

neither the subject nor those who know the subject would be identifiable” (p. 9).  

Creating my own names for schools and leaders as opposed to using their actual ones was 

my effort to make subjects less identifiable. 

 My first necessary step, then, was to identify the schools and principals who were  

the objects of my research.  Since the summer is the least busy time of the year for school 

principals, my plan was to attempt to identify, contact, and secure the sites and leaders for 
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my research in July and August, 2010.  I used personal contacts and search sources in 

order to identify potential principals, and then I initiated contact followed by having my 

principal’s survey completed.  Once these steps were completed I then scheduled my first 

school visits, and with that step came an exciting journey leading to the defining of 

qualities that mark an exemplary leader in a challenging urban public school setting. 
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        Chapter IV  

       Data Analysis 

                       Background 

 In order to obtain information that was needed for this endeavor, the first step was 

to select ten schools for visitation that qualify as credible subjects and to arrange to 

undertake a study of each.  To this end, I relied upon my many years of experience in the 

field.  For more than thirty years I worked in public education in the Philadelphia School 

District, the final twelve as principal of that city’s largest high school.  Subsequent to that 

portion of my career, I worked for Foundations, a large non-profit educational company 

with school contracts in numerous schools and districts within a hundred mile radius of 

Philadelphia, and then I have served at Eastern University for the past decade.  These 

various experiences have placed me in direct contact with numerous individuals who 

were able to assist me in securing appropriate schools and principals for my research. 

 When I received a potential site and leader for my study, I first researched to see 

that the school met the required profile.  In short, the school had to be an urban public 

school located in a challenging setting, i.e., it had to be located in an area where poverty 

and possibly also crime were evident.  It could not be a charter, private, or special 

admission organization; only neighborhood schools where local students attended were to 

be considered.  The standard that had to be met to illustrate low income for families 

whose students attend these schools is a Free/Reduced Lunch percentage of at least 80%.  

Despite these apparent limitations, the school had to be one where measures of success 

were evident and where the principal enjoyed a very positive reputation.  If all of these  

conditions were met, then I commenced contact with the principal. 
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 It was at this initial phase of my work with each principal that my personal 

connections were invaluable.  As I stated previously, I was a principal for over a decade 

and I was thus quite aware of reasons not to want to be a part of any research studies.  

First of all, principals lead extremely busy existences during the school year, and taking 

part in a study such as mine was definitely a commitment of time on their part.  

Moreover, if someone who was not known requested to do a study at a principal’s school, 

from my experience the first reaction was to decline, since there could be a “hidden 

agenda” or eventual negative consequences to the principal and/or the school as a result 

of findings that could be developed in the research.  This was a very real limitation in the 

ability to get leaders to volunteer to be part of the research.  In the case of all ten 

principals who are examined in this dissertation, I was able to gain their initial trust 

through mutual friends or contacts in the profession who had assured them of my 

intentions, and I then was able to reinforce that through my personal interaction with 

them. 

 That initial contact was made either through internet or telephone interaction, and 

I then made an introductory visit to the school to meet with the principal prior to my 

actually doing any research.  The exception to this was with my final two schools, which 

were located in Louisville, Kentucky.  The distance from my home, which was 

approximately 1500 miles round trip, negated my being able to do two trips.  Thus, I 

engaged in more preliminary email and phone contacts with these two principals than I 

did with any others. 

 Once my visits were established, I began the actual research process by having all  
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school leaders complete the “Principal’s Initial Survey” (Appendix A).  Then a date for 

my visit was set, one that would involve my being present for an entire day, which would 

begin with the entrance of students in the morning and end with their dismissal in the 

afternoon.  During each visit I conducted a thorough tour of the entire facility, in most 

instances actually having at least a quick stop into every classroom.  I also saw auxiliary 

areas such as the cafeteria, auditorium, bathrooms, offices, and athletic facilities.  In 

addition, a significant amount of time was spent interviewing staff, parents, and 

administrators.  On line research about each school provided additional materials. 

 All of this information that I gathered  provided me with the necessary knowledge 

to present an evaluation of each school and its leader.  What I shall now proceed to do is 

to give a summary and analysis of each.  To do so, I open with a general description of 

each school.  The order in which I cover these is chronological; I simply review each one 

in the order in which they were visited.  All of these visits were made during the 2010-

2011 school year from October through May. 

I will then refer to each principal’s comments followed by an examination of the 

information presented to me in my interviews, the coverage of which is facilitated by 

accompanying tables. The interview information was gathered by asking each respondent 

eight questions (Appendix B).  The first question asks how long the respondent has 

known the principal, and I determined the average number of years and inserted that at 

the top of the first table for each school.  There are two tables for each school, and the 

fifteen most common responses for questions two through four from the interview 

(Appendix B) appear on the first table.  The fifteen most common responses for questions 
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five through seven from the interview (Appendix B) appear on the second table for each 

school.  Responses from question eight of the interview (Appendix B) were interspersed 

according to their relevance to questions two through seven.  All of the items that appear 

in the tables are direct quotes; they are either the entire comment made by a respondent or 

a portion of a response.  Next to each of these quotes in the tables is a parenthesis with a 

number inside.  This represents the number of times that quote was said to me by a 

respondent.  I wish to note that in some cases I used a total that represents either the 

number of people who gave that exact quote or the number who gave an answer very 

close to the direct quote made by a respondent that has been placed in the table. 

It should be noted that question six, “How do you describe your school?” is 

deliberately open ended, for I wanted to see what general impression each person had 

when asked this question.  Several years ago I did consulting work for a non-profit 

company, and I asked this question to scores of staff and students at some troubled urban 

schools in an East Coast city.  Every person at that time began by saying something quite 

negative about the school, mentioning violence, lack of achievement, poor morale, or 

other disparaging comments.  In the study undertaken for this dissertation, I asked this 

question of numerous people at the ten schools and not once did anyone have an initial 

negative comment about their school.  Indeed, most never made any negative comments 

at all, and the only negativity expressed was always about external support for the school.  

It was my opinion based on these responses that those serving in these schools were 

extremely proud of where they worked and truly content to be there.  Considering that 

each school is a high poverty, inner city school, the fact that one hundred percent of those 
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interviewed had a positive opinion was a marvelous testimony to the esteem in which the 

staff held their school and its leadership. 

The concluding remarks pertaining to each school are a summary of what was 

learned, including a presentation of common themes about the school and its leader.  It 

should be noted that the actual name of each school and its principal has not been used.  

Pseudonyms have been employed at this time in order to maintain a level of 

confidentiality. 

     

    William Penn Elementary School 

         The Setting 

 Dr. Kimberly Hiscott has been principal of the William Penn Elementary School 

in West Philadelphia for a dozen years.  While the school encompasses grades pre-K 

through eight, it is actually small in terms of its total number of students: 380.  The racial 

composition of this Title I school is completely homogeneous: 99% black with the other 

1% being Hispanic.  The students all come from poor local families and 100% of them 

qualify for Free/Reduced Lunch.  The greatest challenge that this school faces is its 

building, for it is nearly a century old and lacks most of the advantages of a modern 

facility.  The most glaring shortcoming is its lack of a lunchroom.  In order to eat, the 

students must walk across the schoolyard to a makeshift cafeteria contained in portable 

structures; thus, in inclement weather the students and staff must traverse through the bad 

weather to get to lunch and then to return back to the main building.  In addition to this 

shortcoming, the building has no air conditioning, contains four floors, has antiquated 

electrical lines that make use of some technology difficult, and has a gymnasium located 
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in a very dismal basement area.  Nonetheless, the school is quite clean, and there is 

student work adorning the hallways throughout the structure.  In short, much has been 

done to make the building as inviting a place as possible despite its age. 

 The building is located in a very poor section of Philadelphia, and boarded up 

houses are commonplace in the blocks surrounding it.  Most students walk to the school, 

and as I watched students both arrive in the morning and leave in the afternoon, I saw 

only two automobiles involved in transporting children; there were two buses to transport  

some special needs pupils.  Most walked alone or in groups with other students; adult 

companionship was very sparse.  Nonetheless, student attendance for the 2009-2010 year 

was 93%, and the rate for the first half of this school year had actually risen to 96%.  In 

addition, lateness is almost non-existent at William Penn with nearly 99% on time daily. 

  

               Site Visit 

On the morning that I arrived at 7:50 for my full day visit, the principal had 

already been there and was preparing for the arrival of the children.  It was early autumn, 

and the children were gathered in the schoolyard for the day’s opening ceremony.  An 

American flag was held by one of the students, and the principal led all of the children in 

the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance promptly at 8:30.  Every student appeared to 

participate properly in the ceremony, and following that the principal supervised as each 

teacher led his/her students into the building in an orderly fashion.  It was an impressive, 

orderly opening that helped to set a tone for the day. 

 All of the students come to William Penn each day dressed in uniform.  For 

students in grades pre-K through five, a yellow shirt is required, and for students in the 
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three upper grades a red shirt is worn.  The principal and the staff have done an excellent 

job of instilling special pride in the wearing of the red shirt as a symbol of leadership for 

the upper grade students.  Thus, in grades six through eight when students can begin to 

present particular challenges as they enter puberty, at William Penn these pupils display a 

sense of pride in being older and in setting a tone for the school that includes showing the 

younger children how to behave properly.  Since the student body at William Penn is 

stable, most students who graduate from eighth grade have attended the school for all or 

nearly all their elementary years, and an obvious family atmosphere has been created.   

Indeed, the Assistant Superintendent who is responsible to oversee Penn said in the 

interview with me that the school’s best quality is its climate. 

 That positive climate was evident everywhere I went throughout the building.  I 

actually spent a partial day here in advance of my full visit, and during that latter 

experience was able to conduct a thorough exploration.  What I saw on both occasions 

was an extremely orderly school, one where I did not witness a single discipline problem.  

I was able to get into every one of the thirty teachers’ classrooms, and in every case I saw 

students engaged positively in the instructional process.  As I roamed through the 

hallways, I never saw even a single unsupervised student, and when classes were escorted 

from place to place, attention was given to be certain that all movement was done in an 

organized, orderly fashion.  Even in the makeshift cafeteria area, students were well 

behaved and cooperative. 

 I should also add that I had the opportunity to engage in discussion with four 

William Penn parents, and their praise of the school and, in particular, of its leadership 

was strong and sincere.  Their impression was that their children attend a safe school 
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where the staff truly cares about the children and does a great job.  It was their contention 

that their views definitely represented those of the majority of parents at the school. 

  

Notable Achievements 

             Despite an antiquated facility, a lack of internal resources such as much current  

technology, and a student body comprised of students from a poor, disadvantaged 

neighborhood, many wonderful things are evident at the school.  As noted, attendance, 

punctuality, and general behavior are exemplary, and this has resulted in some positive 

academic results.  For the past six years the school’s Pennsylvania System of School 

Assessment (PSSA) scores have increased each year, and Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) has been met in three of the past five years.  These accomplishments are quite 

impressive since most schools of this profile in the city have not shown increases in 

PSSA results nor been able to meet AYP more than one year in the past five.  The biggest 

academic disappointment has been the inability to increase the reading levels of the 

students to the school’s targeted levels.  It must also be noted that last year 77% of eighth 

graders at the school qualified for special admission schools in the city, a statistic that 

clearly demonstrates academic achievement, for the testing to gain entrance to these 

special admission schools is challenging and requires a mastery of elementary school 

curriculum. 

 For the past nine years, William Penn has been a full site selection school which 

requires the staff to work together to select all new teaching colleagues.  During this time, 

not one teacher has voluntarily transferred from the school to go elsewhere, which shows 

an obvious contentment among the staff.  The only teachers to leave have done so for 
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promotion, retirement, or other personal reasons.  This fact accounts for the reason that 

responses from the staff during my interviews were so overwhelmingly positive. 

  

     Interviews 

Since the principal has been at the school for more than a decade and since the staff is 

stable, most of those I interviewed had known their leader for several years; however, I 

did make certain to interview some who were new to the organization as well.  When I 

asked these individuals to describe Dr. Hiscott’s sytle, there were three major comments 

that surfaced continually.  The first of these was that she was an obvious presence 

throughout the building on a daily basis.  This is the quality that I have referred to as 

MBWA (Management by Walking Around).  Almost every person I interviewed spoke 

about Dr. Hiscott’s visibility, and they noted how this had led to her exceptional rapport 

with the students.  Because she is continually around the building, every student knows 

who she is, and conversely she has learned who each of them are as well.  This rapport 

has aided greatly in the climate of the school and in positive academic gains that result. 

 The other two comments about the principal that most often were noted had to do 

with her extraordinary team building and her organizational ability, which includes her 

running a school with solid student discipline.  Words such as “team builder,” 

“collaborative,” and “supportive” surfaced constantly in my discussions.  Other 

descriptions of her style are also seen in the accompanying tables #1 and #2. 

 When I inquired about Dr. Hiscott’s greatest strength as a leader, the comments 

were an extension of the way her style was perceived.  In particular, I heard repeatedly 

about her enormous skill as a team builder.  Some said that because she had been an 
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athlete, a physical education teacher, and a coach in her years prior to becoming a 

principal, this may have contributed to her particular strength in this area.  It was an 

absolute consensus that the principal had built a totally committed and empowered staff 

that was supported by the principal in an exemplary fashion.  They felt that her 

willingness to listen, combined with her sound pedagogical knowledge, enabled her to be 

such an effective leader of the staff.  In addition, because of her constant presence 

throughout all parts of the building, she possessed a thorough first hand understanding of 

what was actually transpiring within the organization. 

Comparing Dr. Hiscott to other principals was difficult for some of the teachers 

and parents, for in some cases she was the only principal with whom they had personally 

interacted.  However, among those I interviewed who were qualified to assess a 

comparison, Dr. Hiscott scored extremely well.  Indeed, the overall impression among the 

interviewees was that their principal is clearly among the best in the city.  She was hailed 

as being engaged and “hands-on,” yet equally applauded for not being a micro-manager; 

rather, she was seen as someone who gives teachers their space and assists them to do 

their jobs the best way they possibly can. 

In terms of her being a good fit for William Penn, there were three most common points 

cited.  First of all, she is definitely perceived as a principal who has a passion for and an 

understanding of inner city students, particularly those who suffer from poverty.   Her 

empathy is palpable, and the insistence on excellence from the kids despite any 

obstacles they may face combines with that compassion to make a wonderful leader in 

this setting.  The other points were the way she has built the team, which thrives under 
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William Penn Elementary School 

Average # of years knowing the principal = 8 years 
Table #1 

DESCRIBE HER STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Team player, easy to 

approach (3) 

Willingness to listen, 

flexible (2) 

More flexible and creative 

than others (2) 

Willing to listen with no 

fear of  “retaliation” if not 

in agreement (1) 

Team player (3) Much more visible (2) 

“Hands on”- all around the 

building (3) 

Very solid pedagogically 

(3) 

Willing to do whatever it 

takes to help the school (2) 

Totally involved with kids 

(2) 

Empowers the staff (2) Much more “hands on” than 

others (3) 

Always on the go…rarely in 

her office (3) 

Integrity (2) Has to be one of the city’s 

best (2) 

Collaborative, team 

approach (2) 

Gives teachers “their space” 

(1) 

Does not micro-manage like 

many principal (2) 

Transformational leader (2) Moves barriers out of the 

way so people can work (2) 

Much better team builder 

than most (2) 

Encourages teachers to 

work together (3) 

Has built a committed staff 

(2) 

Willing to be a risk taker (3) 

Professional, supportive, 

and open minded (2) 

“Super” supportive (2) She is much more proactive 

and visible than most (2) 

No-nonsense 

approach…what you see is 

what you get (2) 

Open to innovations (1) She gets involved in “the 

trenches” (1) 

Fully engaged, always 

involved (2) 

Truly cares about the 

students, staff, and 

community (3) 

Very approachable (2) 

Good disciplinarian (3) Leads by example and is 

humble (2) 

Has empathy that previous 

principals lacked (1) 

Cool and collected, yet 

passionate (1) 

“listens” and if she 

disagrees, does so without 

being disagreeable (1) 

Not merely a delegator from 

the office (2) 

Easy to get along with (2) Kind and understanding, 

yet a strong disciplinarian 

(1) 

Has a unique ability to deal 

effectively with 

extraordinary circumstances 

(1) 

Democratic, people oriented 

(1) 

Interactive, always 

“around,” knows what’s 

going on, and supports all 

good endeavors (2) 

Tremendous communicator 

with parents and kids (3) 
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Table #2 

WHY IS THE PRINCIPAL 

A GOOD FIT FOR THE 

SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- ANYTHING 

TO CHANGE? 

Parents and kids like and 

respect her (3) 

There is a family atmosphere 

(4) 

I wouldn’t change much at all 

(2) 

She is a woman of high 

character (2) 

It’s a caring place (staff talk of 

how staff “chipped in” to help 

a teacher who had sickle cell 

years ago) (4) 

Greatest strength is the 

cooperation and teamwork (3) 

Her compassion/interaction 

with kids (2) 

A place that I love…it’s warm 

and friendly (2) 

The school’s climate is 

exemplary (1) 

Her tremendous rapport with 

staff, students, and parents(3) 

Not a place a teacher wants to 

leave (3) 

This is a place kids want to 

be… is a “caring place” (2) 

She has a fine temperament 

(1) 

Has a unique faculty that is 

terrific…principal built this 

(2) 

The school’s greatest need is a 

lunchroom…kids have to 

cross the yard to trailers (4) 

Relates so well to 

everyone…does not look 

down on anyone (1) 

Everyone works together (3) Parents are unusually involved 

in a positive way (3) 

Has assembled a very 

cohesive staff (3) 

The school is a family (4) The school needs more 

resources - lunchroom, 

computers, gym(4) 

Her visibility has guaranteed 

trust (1) 

This is a comfortable, secure 

model for the city (2) 

Discipline in the school is 

excellent (2) 

Is able to reach out to help 

people (kids and parents) who 

are very needy (2) 

A complex school (K-8) that 

is run so well (3) 

Middle years discipline had 

been a bit of a problem, but 

has improved dramatically(1) 

She is a professional leader 

ably leading the professional 

staff she has built (1) 

A place a person likes to be 

(2) 

Teamwork at the school is 

great (3) 

Involves the parents and staff 

in decision making (2) 

A well-kept secret (2) Lower class size and more 

support staff would be big 

benefits (2) 

People want to stay at this 

school because of her (2) 

A committed school where 

solid results are attained (2) 

The leadership (principal) is 

outstanding, but more 

resources are needed (2) 

She has truly fostered 

teamwork (3) 

A positive place to work (2) The cohesiveness of the 

school is its strongest asset (2) 

She is obviously in charge, yet 

is always cooperative (1) 

Urban school that is being the 

best it possibly can be (1) 

A cohesive and committed 

staff is our key (2) 

Her caring and concern are so 

obvious (2) 

A wonderful, caring place 

where kids can and do succeed 

(3) 

If a lunchroom cannot be 

added, at least construct a 

sheltered pathway to the 

exterior facility (3) 



 

 

65 

 

her leadership, and her ability to run an organized, well disciplined school.  This is seen 

as being in contrast with so many other inner city schools where student behavior 

presents staffs with extreme challenges on a daily basis. The question, though, that                                                                                                                                                                       

presented truly the most profound picture of William Penn and its leadership is the one   

where staff and parents were asked simply to describe their school.  The response that 

kept reoccurring is that their school is a family.  Despite the age of the building, the lack 

of resources, and the challenging neighborhood surroundings, there was a consistent 

flood of compliments about the school’s sense of pride in being the kind of place where 

students want to go to school and teachers want to work.  Two separate individuals 

actually responded with these identical words, “This school really is my family.”   

While no one offered a negative comment about the school when asked to 

describe it, there were some comments made when asked if there was anything at 

William Penn they would change; however, all of these suggested improvements dealt 

with external help that was needed for the school.  The most prominent request was for a 

permanent cafeteria within or attached to the building, and the other requests were mostly 

for more technology or other upgraded facilities, such as the gym.  No one suggested any 

improvements for the staff or the administration; there was universal acceptance of their 

efforts.  Indeed, the idea that the school’s teamwork among staff and principal is 

exemplary consistently was reiterated. (See Table #2) 

  

     Summary 

In summarizing the excellent qualities of Dr. Hiscott as principal of this school, 

several themes clearly emerged.  Her leadership style of MBWA was certainly 
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recognized by the staff and parents alike.  Simply stated, she was not hiding in her office 

all day; she was around the building and leading by being directly involved.  An 

extension of that was the fact that she truly knows her students; moreover, her passion to 

help the children was clearly evident and a quality that helps her to be a highly effective 

principal. 

 In addition, Dr. Hiscott was clearly seen to be an exemplary team builder.  Her 

support of the staff was recognized and deeply appreciated.  She had helped to choose 

many of her teachers, and she has been able to work extremely well together both with 

those she has selected and those she has not.  There is no disconnect present between 

administration and staff; instead, there is cooperation and teamwork.  Although the 

principal was clearly recognized by everyone as the leader of the organization, her style 

was not that of a micro-manager. 

 Overall, it was clear to me that William Penn is a very well run school and that 

Dr. Hiscott has been an exemplary leader of her organization.  She has combined hard 

work with genuine passion and sound technique to foster an environment that has been 

conducive to her students’ receiving the best education they possibly can. 

 

 

 

 

         

 

 



 

 

67 

 

 Brooks Middle School 

         The Setting 

The Brooks Middle School is located in the heart of the Bronx in New York City, 

and this school has the dubious distinction of being located in the most challenging urban 

setting of the ten city schools that I visited in the course of doing this dissertation.  First 

of all, it is a high poverty area and is listed as being located in one of the poorest 

Congressional Districts in the United States; average family income is approximately 

$19,000 in an area that has prices for goods substantially above the national norm.  A 

Title I school, 97% of the nearly one thousand students are on the Free/Reduced Lunch 

Program.  Yet, what really sets Brooks apart from other schools I visited is the level of 

violence in the neighborhood.  This is a major challenge for the principal, Dr. Lois 

Peterson. 

 The school is in an area surrounded by businesses and tall apartment buildings; 

litter is abundant in the streets and on the sidewalks.  In one of the high rise buildings 

directly across the street from the school, several members of a well known New York 

City gang reside in one of the upper floors.  One block away a separate, competing gang 

has taken up headquarters.  As a result, crime is a constant threat in the area.  Indeed, in 

just the month of October, 2010 there were five shooting incidents within two blocks of 

the school during school hours.  Most startling of all, though, is the fact that one of these 

incidents took place in their school yard with live ammunition being fired several times 

before police ever arrived to the scene.  During this horrendous event, all students and 

staff inside the school had to engage in a crisis drill that included everyone having to lie 
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down flat on the floor to avoid any shots that could have penetrated the building.  During 

my second visit to the school, the one where I spent the entire day, I walked the exterior 

perimeter with Dr. Peterson, and as I visualized the shootings I was able to imagine the 

horror that has gone through the minds of the students and staff when they have been 

subjected to these violent acts. 

 Not only is the school in an area of high crime and poverty, but many of its 

students encounter even further hardships.  Four of five students come from households 

where there is either one or no parents.  At the outset of 2011, thirty students were living  

in a homeless shelter.  Thus, it might be assumed that under all of these conditions 

absenteeism at the school would be a problem.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  

The average daily attendance for students is 93%, and on a faculty with 56 teachers, as of 

Thanksgiving, 2010 there had not been a single day where more than two teachers were 

absent, and on two-thirds of these days the number of teachers absent was one or zero.  

There is obviously a sense of commitment to attend this school, which I found to be a 

refuge within a difficult environment. 

 There are approximately 600 students, and the population is surprisingly stable; 

very few withdraw from the building to go to another school for any reason.  All students 

either walk or take public transportation.  In fact, Dr. Peterson informed me that it is 

common for a student who moves away from the neighborhood to elect to continue 

attending Brooks and to take public transportation to do so.  The racial make-up of the 

school reflects the community: 77% Hispanic, 22% black,1% other.  Nearly two of every 

five students in the school is a Second Language Learner and are part of a huge ELL 
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program within the school, and the resulting language issues have been a very significant 

problem to overcome in terms of standardized testing, for their results in the area of  

English/Language Arts are below average and thus result in a significantly lower school 

wide score in this area. 

 Returning to the school climate, it must be noted that the violence in the 

community has not been reflected within the school itself.  The New York City Schools  

promulgates an on line serious incident report, and the Brooks Middle School is ranked in 

the top quartile, which officially designates it as a safe school.  In the past three years, 

major incidents have decreased by over 50%, and, according to administration, fights 

among students in or around the school are a very rare occurrence.  I wish to add one 

other climate note at this point.  On the day I was present for my full day visit, the school 

had a mandatory monthly fire drill, and this drill that I observed was quite orderly and an 

additional piece of evidence to support the contention that this is a well organized and 

effectively controlled school. 

 

           Site Visit 

 The climate for the school is set at the beginning of each day as students enter the 

building.  A team of three adults greet the students daily; two of them are a parent leader 

and a security person.  The third is Dr. Peterson, and she made it a point to greet each 

student by name or by using a pleasant greeting.  Uniforms are required at the school, and 

this wearing of the uniform is checked at the door when students enter; I saw no one out 

of compliance.  Having attire checked on entrance as well as assuring that the beginning 

of the day is orderly and accompanied by a personal touch from the leader truly set a very 
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positive tone.  This tone was then reinforced once students arrived at their rooms.  At this 

point, the principal got on the public address system and greeted the students in five 

languages.  She then introduced two students who asked everyone in the school to rise for 

the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance and the school’s Mission Statement.  This 

statement, which appears in every classroom, begins with this sentence: “Our school is a 

community where caring people work together to improve constantly as learners.”  From 

what I experienced during my time at the school, it seems as though this sentence from 

the Mission Statement is being accomplished. 

 I base the assessment that I just related on having made a very thorough 

exploration of the school.  I was able to have a quick look into almost every class in the 

school, and I had stays of a longer time in several classes, which transpired during each 

of the two trips I made to the school.  In every instance, I witnessed positive interaction 

between the students and their teacher; a genuine focus on the instruction was apparent in 

every room I entered. Most impressive about the instruction, though, was the use of 

technology that was widespread and effective.  The principal has had significant success 

in securing grant money for her school.  Indeed, in the time she has been the principal, 

Dr. Peterson has secured nearly a million dollars in technology grants, the largest of 

which was a School Improvement Grant for $360,000.  Another grant for a quarter of a 

million dollars was won from the Department of Commerce for a program titled 

“Technology Matters.”  This has enabled the school to place Smart Boards in most 

classrooms.  Best of all, the technology not only exists in the classrooms, it is being used 

and being used effectively.  One of Dr. Peterson’s assistant principals happens to have 

been a student at  the high school where I was his principal for four years, and his 
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technology expertise has enabled Dr. Peterson to have a member of her team lead the 

implementation of the programs she has put in place.  Dr. Peterson, it should be noted,  

graduated with honors from Yale University, and she has put her learned background to 

good use as a grant writer. 

 It should also be noted that the school was impressive outside of the classrooms as 

well. The walls of the hallways were adorned with beautiful, well maintained murals in 

many locations, and student behavior throughout the rest of the facility, such as in the 

cafeteria and the school yard, was outstanding.  An especially impressive extra-curricular 

activity in which the students engaged is the marching band that has 80 members, which 

is a high percentage of any school with just 600 students, but is even more impressive for 

a middle school in an inner city school serving such a low income population. 

  

    Notable Achievements 

All of this positive effort at Brooks has manifested itself in some excellent 

academic achievement.  Since Dr. Peterson has been principal, the school’s category on 

the New York City’s Report Card rankings has been a “B.”  Within that report, the data 

on the school’s Student Progress has also yielded a rating of “B.”  This means that 

Brooks has been above average for schools, but this is a ranking for all schools regardless 

of socio-economic status; therefore, scoring above average with a middle school having 

the student profile of Brooks is a fine accomplishment.  Combining solid academic 

achievement with a strong record of safety indicates that Brooks is doing an excellent 

job, and it is Dr. Peterson’s hope that her work so far, combined with her having formed 

small learning communities within the school and her expansion of the Teachers College 
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Reading and Writing Workshop Program to all the twenty literacy teachers in the school, 

which has resulted in excellent professional development opportunities for these teachers, 

will elevate Brooks to an exemplary status in the years ahead.  In addition, she has 

managed through a grant to secure the services of a company, “Teaching Matters,” that 

specializes in helping teachers in public schools learn how to better innovate for student 

success. 

 As mentioned earlier, Dr. Peterson is a Yale alumna, and she was not raised in an  

urban environment, but she is now devoting herself to helping students in the inner city.  

She is a single young lady who lives in an apartment in Brooklyn and takes the subway to 

work each day.  She has a work ethic that causes her to be among the first to arrive in the 

morning and also among the last, if not the last, to leave at the day’s end.  She exhibits a 

passion for trying to make her school be the best that it can be, and this attitude on her 

part was reflected in the comments made by staff and parents interviewed during my 

visit. 

     Interviews 

While most people I interviewed only knew Dr. Peterson for the time that she has 

been principal at Brooks, there was no reluctance to respond to my questions.  Indeed, 

there were a few members of the staff who said that they had specifically come to this 

school because of what they had known about the principal.  Not surprisingly, opinions of 

her were very high. 

 When I asked about Dr. Peterson’s style, there were three major points that were 

continually repeated: caring, collaborative, and dynamic.  It was apparent that the staff 

was well aware of Dr. Peterson’s background and of her strong desire to serve in the 
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Brooks community; thus, the idea that she truly cared about all the members of the 

Brooks family was a widespread belief.  She was perceived as very sincere in her desire 

to help the kids at her school; moreover, she was perceived as someone who definitely 

wanted to involve others in the effort to improve the school.  Several who were  

interviewed spoke in glowing terms about Dr. Peterson’s willingness to listen and her 

ability to get staff to work together for the betterment of the school.  Her success in 

getting the teachers to embrace her emphasis on use of the latest technology was seen as a 

prime example of how she had been able to engender a spirit of cooperation.  It was also 

mentioned several times that she was perceived as being a dynamic leader; she was not 

one to just sit in her office, but rather she was continually seen throughout the building 

and was also engaged in many meetings with staff to discuss strategies to improve the 

delivery of instruction. 

 In terms of the greatest strength of Dr. Peterson, there were many attributes of her 

leadership mentioned, but the one that surfaced most often was her scholarship or 

intelligence.  So many of the individuals I interviewed perceived their principal as a 

highly educated and totally credible leader.  There was much faith placed in her ability to 

plan wisely and to make wise decisions.  While her passion, sincerity, visibility, and work 

ethic were all lauded, Dr. Peterson’s stature as an intellectual leader was the most 

prevalent attribute mentioned. 

 When relating Dr. Peterson to other principals, the responses were interesting.  

First of all, she replaced a principal who was highly regarded by most people and who  

helped to personally place Dr. Peterson in her present position.  Thus, there was a  
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   Brooks Middle School 

  Average # of years knowing the principal = 2 years 

Table #3 

DESCRIBE HER STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Very caring and listens(2) She is intelligent and caring 

(4) 

She is not egotistical(1) 

Very open-minded(2) Able to adapt to change(2) Is very willing to listen(3) 

An extremely collaborative 

person(3) 

Willing to reflect on items 

and to share power(2) 

Is completely open 

minded(2) 

Enjoys working 

cooperatively(3) 

Extremely personable and 

upbeat(2) 

Has a genuine desire to be a 

change agent in 

education(2) 

Willing to work with all 

kinds of people(2) 

Always responsive to 

concerns(3) 

Is a very open and 

supportive person(3) 

Very visible and engaged(3) Great support for 

technology innovations at 

the school(3) 

Willing and able to take 

positives from predecessor 

and use for the overall good 

of the school(2) 

She is always busy…very 

“on the go” and active(3) 

She is friendly and a good 

listener(2) 

Encourages people to be 

creative (2) 

Very supportive and 

open(2) 

Is able to relate to kids very 

well(3) 

More approachable than 

most(2) 

A caring person who is 

focused on kids(3) 

She interacts often and well 

with the kids and parents(2) 

More caring and concerned 

than most(1) 

Willing to help the staff any 

way she can(3) 

Her visibility(2) Too early in her tenure here 

to compare(1) 

Kid-oriented(2) She is quick to analyze a 

problem (2) 

Is as intelligent as any 

principal could be(3) 

Parent-centered(3) Knows how to attract grants 

and other resources that 

have helped so much(3) 

An extremely skilled 

communicator(2) 

She is very concerned about 

perceptions and student 

needs(2) 

Willing to try something 

with risk in order to 

improve(1) 

More willing than most to 

work extensively with the 

parents(3) 

A transformational 

leader(2) 

Engaged, intelligent, 

caring(2) 

The second best principal 

I’ve known in my career, 

and I have worked for six(1) 

Dynamic, caring, 

supportive(1) 

Has a passion for the 

school(3)  

One comment: this is the 

only woman principal I can 

imagine working for (given 

by a woman teacher)(1) 
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Table #4  

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE 

SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

She relates so well to the 

students(3) 

A really great school(2) Technology has really 

enhanced instruction(3) 

She is friendly with the 

kids, but they respect her(2) 

Improving all the time(1) Staff really cares about the 

students(2) 

Does tremendous work with 

parents(3) 

Kids are tremendous(2) The growing parental 

support(3) 

She has control of the 

school(3) 

Place where students have  

structure and limits(1) 

Caring, cooperative spirit of 

the staff (3) 

Technology has been a 

huge improvement and she 

has been the reason (2) 

School that serves poor 

students very well(3) 

The visionary leadership(2) 

Her ability to get grant 

money and tech support(3) 

A caring place (3) Energy of the Bronx…a 

unique place where kids 

have resiliency to meet 

challenges(1) 

Parents and community 

love her (3) 

A well run organization(2) Students have developed an 

attitude to want to excel(2) 

She is a visionary(2) A school that is a 

technological leader(3) 

More resources from the 

district would really help(2) 

She has a “calling” to be 

with these kids and 

parents(1) 

A place consistently 

involved in positive change 

(1) 

There is a total spirit of 

caring(3) 

Her intelligence and 

technological ability have 

been big pluses(2) 

Never boring, always 

interesting, family 

oriented(2) 

Truly a shame that there is 

so much violence in the 

neighborhood (3) 

She takes the subway to 

work and just “fits in”(2) 

School with collaboration 

among staff (3) 

More funding for after 

school activities would  help 

meet the needs of our 

students and families (3) 

She is multicultural and 

caring (3) 

A good place to work (2) Uniforms and other 

measures like this have 

helped to create a very 

positive climate (2) 

Never loses her “cool”. Is 

calm “under fire”. (2) 

A school where student 

pride is really showing(2) 

Teacher teamwork is great 

(3) 

Her passion for this place 

(2) 

Family atmosphere (3) There is a genuine positive 

atmosphere (2) 

She is just totally 

committed   (3) 

School that really focuses 

on kids and their families 

(3) 

Our greatest strength is our 

leadership, and that starts  

with the principal (2) 
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reluctance to offer much criticism for her predecessor; nonetheless, those I interviewed 

who had knowledge of both principals, continually praised Dr. Peterson for her openness, 

team building, and support.  For those who compared Dr. Peterson to principals other 

than her predecessor, the praise for her was high.  She was seen as being clearly superior  

in a wide range of leadership skills compared to other principals.  Once again, her caring, 

energetic, and supportive style was seen to set her apart in a positive way. 

 When the question was asked as to why Dr. Peterson was a good fit for Brooks 

Middle School, the most prevalent response was her interaction with the parents and the 

students.  Her willingness to work with parents and the community was seen as being a 

particular strength of hers, and it was reported by many that the principal is held in very 

high esteem by the parents.  The fact that she has gained the respect of the students while 

simultaneously exhibiting a caring spirit for them was also seen as a reason she is such a 

good fit.  The other reason that was mentioned often was her technological initiatives at 

the school.  It was widely agreed that the technology she has been able to secure through 

grants has transformed the students’ learning and has energized the faculty. 

 Descriptions of the school were extremely flattering by all the individuals that I 

interviewed.  Praise was strongest in terms of describing the students.  Despite all of the 

negative issues with which the kids must deal in the neighborhood and with their 

families, as members of the Brooks student body they are considered by their teachers to 

be wonderful.  The staff expressed a genuine love of their students and a great respect for 

what they accomplish in school on a daily basis.  There was also a sense of pride in the 

role that the staff has played in making Brooks a school where kids can and do succeed.  

One of the statements given to me that expressed these sentiments the best was, “Ours is 
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a school that serves poor and needy students in a caring and professional way; every year 

now our school is improving.”  That sense of optimism about the future also was 

expressed by many. 

 The things that most said they would change about the school dealt with external  

resources that should be rendered to the school.  Most prominently mentioned was the 

need for additional counseling, psychological, and other social services to help the 

students, especially with their needs that result from the lives they face outside of the 

school itself.  The greatest strengths of the school were seen to be its recently developed 

technological emphasis, its warm and caring spirit, and its visionary leadership.  The 

principal was viewed as the unquestioned leader of the excellent educational offerings 

that are being presented daily to the students. 

 

     Summary 

In summarizing the excellent qualities of Dr. Peterson as principal of Brooks 

Middle School in the Bronx, there are several attributes that describe her leadership.  

While it is difficult to actually rank these attributes in order, I can list one as probably 

being the most prevalent: her instructional leadership.  Dr. Peterson is truly the principal 

teacher of her school, for her technological innovations have transformed the 

instructional process within the school and may be the single greatest reason for 

optimism for continued future growth.  She is widely respected as an intelligent woman 

and as one who definitely understands and implements best practices.  I found this 

sentiment regarding her leadership as being universally held among all of those who I 

interviewed.  The other change that she has made that further fuels the spirit of optimism 
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is the establishment of the small learning communities.  This initiative has enhanced 

school climate while simultaneously making instruction more personalized for the 

students and a more cooperative effort for the staff through the team teaching approach.                          

          In addition to her instructional leadership and scholarly direction of the academic 

programs, Dr. Peterson’ leadership has been perceived as having some other noteworthy 

qualities.  Her passion for the job, which includes her outstanding rapport with students 

and parents, is viewed as a genuine strength.  She not only possesses the intellectual 

capacity to lead, but she also has combined that with a credible approach that is supported 

by the passion and caring that she exhibits on the job on a daily basis.  This rapport also 

extends itself to the staff, for she has been able to generate a definite spirit of teamwork 

and is viewed as a leader who listens, supports, and does not micro-manage. 

 Last, and certainly not least, is the fact that her visibility as principal is greatly 

respected.  She greets the students as they enter in the morning, and she visits them in 

their classrooms throughout the day.  She is continually working directly with staff, and 

she meets regularly with parents both in groups and on an individual basis.  While she is 

a visionary and an effective planner, she is also a leader who is very much viewed as a 

part of the school through her daily interaction.  Overall, Dr. Lois Peterson certainly 

appears to be rendering exemplary leadership in an extremely challenging setting. 
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Lincoln Elementary School 

     The Setting 

 The Lincoln Elementary School has 585 students in grades one through five.  

Located in a low income section of the city of Allentown, Pennsylvania, Lincoln has a 

racial composition of 6.7% white, 16.9% black, 75.7% Hispanic, and 0.7% Asian; 94% of 

the students qualify for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program.  Under the skillful direction of 

its principal, Mrs. Diane Boyer, for the past twenty years, Lincoln has become widely 

respected for the exemplary job it is doing.  It was this reputation that caused the General 

Manager of a Philadelphia television station, Fox 29, to visit this elementary school in the 

Allentown School District.  The General Manager, Patrick Paolini, wrote an editorial 

about his visit that included these comments: “I recently visited Lincoln Elementary 

School in the Allentown District to get a firsthand look at a school that is trying to beat 

the odds.  The school has a ‘low income’ rate over 90%, and it has students from 41 

countries that speak 25 different languages.  Diane Boyer believes that passionate, 

effective teachers with a clear plan are the key to success” (Paolini, 2010).  Since 22 of 

the 23 classroom teachers at Lincoln were chosen and trained by the principal, what can 

certainly be added is that Mrs. Boyer has been the driving force behind this success. 

 The neighborhood in which Mrs. Boyer’s school is located is one that has a very 

high crime rate.  This is hardly surprising since three prominent gangs, the Bloods, Crips, 

and Latin Kings all have a heavy presence in the community.  In addition, the notorious 

2-ND Gang is headquartered only three blocks away.  This is a neighborhood where 

residents tend to leave after relatively short stays, which accounts for the highly transient 

student body.  Only 24% of the students who enter Lincoln in the first grade graduate  



 

 

80 

 

                    

from the fifth.  Of all the challenges that the school faces in its quest for excellence, the 

transient nature of the student body may be the biggest of all, according to the principal.  

Yet, despite all of the apparent reasons for this to be a failing school, there can be no 

question whatsoever that the opposite is the case.  Lincoln, quite simply, is a genuine 

success story. 

 I learned of this school and its exemplary principal through a woman who has 

been a professional and personal friend of mine for many years.  Prior to her recent 

retirement, my friend’s final job was as Superintendent of Schools in Allentown.  Prior to 

that post, she had served as an Associate Superintendent in Philadelphia and as a building 

principal herself.  Obviously a person of significant experience, my friend, Dr. Diane 

Scott, told me that Mrs. Boyer is the finest elementary principal she has ever seen.  Dr. 

Scott assured me that I would witness a model leader in action when I visited this school.  

I was not disappointed. 

 Being able to make AYP (Adequate Yearly Progress) is a significant 

accomplishment for schools and is often celebrated through banners or signs in and 

around the school.  Thus, the fact that Lincoln has made AYP every year since 2004 is a 

truly remarkable achievement, particularly for a school with its profile.  In order to 

accomplish this, the school had to meet mandated goals in 2004 and then improve every 

year thereafter.  At this time the school has reached close to 90% proficiency in 

mathematics and has set a goal of 95% by 2014.  The fact that the school has 95% 

attendance has been a significant help in being able to have outstanding academic 

achievement, but having the students present is, of course, not enough by itself.  Once  
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present, the students must receive an excellent educational program, and this is what is 

being delivered under the exceptional leadership of Mrs. Boyer. 

 

               Site Visit 

 The morning that I arrived for my full day visit it was quite cold in Allentown 

with a temperature in the upper 20’s.  Nonetheless, all of the students gathered for 

entrance to the building in organized lines outside, and the principal was with them 

moving about among the kids and teachers to greet them and to assure that proper 

behavior was being exhibited.  The way that the students entered was indicative of how 

movements took place throughout the school for the entire day; every movement was 

undertaken with precision.  For the principal, attention to all details including how 

students line up and move about is essential.  Mrs. Boyer explained to me several times 

during the day how she has worked with teachers over the years to be attentive to all the 

details of teaching children.  For this principal, the little things are not little.  If attention 

is not paid to details, significant problems can result. 

 Evidence of an orderly school was prevalent throughout the building.  At the 

entrance to each room, the principal had purchased pennants of the colleges that the 

teacher in that room had attended.  For example, at one room there were two pennants on 

the wall by the entrance: one for Wilkes College and one for Penn State University.  The 

teacher in that room had earned her Bachelor’s Degree from Wilkes and her Masters from 

Penn State.  The entrance to every room in the school was adorned the same way, as the 

principal sought to inspire her young children to think about college at an early age by 
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seeing where their teachers had attended.  The added benefit was to the staff itself who 

told me that they enjoyed this personal touch to their rooms.  In addition, posted  

prominently on the wall in every room was the school’s Mission Statement. 

As I toured the school, I was able to go into every class, and in all the rooms I 

visited I saw the same thing: every student engaged positively in the instructional process 

with every teacher leading instruction in a creative and cohesive fashion.  In short, what I 

witnessed is what appeared to be outstanding teaching throughout.  I went into most of 

the rooms accompanied by the principal, and in each instance the boys and girls would be 

greeted by her and they would respond in unison, “Good morning (afternoon), Mrs. 

Boyer.”  It was obvious to me during my tour with her that Mrs. Boyer knew every 

student in her school and they, in turn, knew her.  There was a respect and rapport that 

was palpable.  It is not surprising that the suspension rate at the school was one of the 

lowest in the district. 

 

             Notable Achievements 

According to the principal, the accomplishments that have had the greatest 

positive impact on the school during her two decades of leadership are as follows: 

developing an effective school-wide behavior support system/program; developing a 

positive relationship with the community; teaching teachers to be effective classroom 

managers and to use effective teaching strategies; and building a child-centered team. 

Clearly the most prominent negative issue at Lincoln is the lack of space within 

the building.  With nearly 600 students present the school has simply run out of areas to 

conduct programs.  The principal has had to be innovative in creating places for specialist 
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teachers to conduct small groups and for counseling to transpire.  There are really no 

spaces remaining to conduct educational efforts; even open space in some hallways is 

being used.  Nonetheless, order prevails everywhere, and the school has a bright, clean,  

and attractive look in all areas of the facility. 

 

             Interviews 

 When conducting interviews with individuals at Lincoln, I was usually speaking 

with people who have known the principal for many years.  I did, however, make a point 

of being certain to interview a few of the newer staff too.  One thing they all had in 

common, though, was that no one ever wanted to leave Lincoln, unless they got a 

promotion or moved out of the area.  At Lincoln, each person with whom I spoke truly 

felt that they had found a wonderful professional home.  Not one staff member was 

absent the day I was there, and staff attendance is approximately 97%. 

 I asked individuals to describe the principal’s style, and there were a few themes 

that kept being repeated.  Foremost among these were that Mrs. Boyer is totally child 

centered and also very demanding of the staff.  The teachers stated that at Lincoln they 

were expected to do whatever it took to be certain that the school ran well and that the 

children learned.  The principal had very high expectations for the teachers and the 

students, and she modeled those expectations in everything that she said and did.  It was 

continually repeated to me that Lincoln “is Mrs. Boyer’s school,” a sentiment that is not 

surprising since she has been there for two decades and has personally selected all but 

one of the teachers.  It was totally evident during personal conversations with most of the 

staff that I learned that Mrs. Boyer has their respect, and it must be noted that much of 
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that emanates from the faculty’s belief that the most prominent aspect of their principal’s 

style is her sincere love of children.  Her dedication to “her kids” was obvious to all and 

most assuredly viewed as being an endearing quality. 

 The responses that I received when asking about the principal’s greatest strengths  

provided me with one interesting reoccurring answer, which was that many said Mrs. 

Boyer did not really have any particular strength; she is simply outstanding at everything 

she does as principal.  When pressed to select a particular strength, however, the ones that 

were repeated most often were her professional and person support of her staff, her 

attention to detail, and her total visibility throughout the organization.  My most difficult 

challenge came when I asked staff to compare Mrs. Boyer to another principal, for most 

have never worked for anyone else.  A testament to the principal’s leadership was that the 

response was made repeatedly that they didn’t want to work for anyone else.  It was their 

opinion, based on interaction with teachers at other schools, that they had the best 

principal in the city. 

 My questions continued to have some unique answers when I asked why Mrs. 

Boyer is a good fit for Lincoln Elementary, for the most common response I got was that 

Mrs. Boyer is Lincoln Elementary.  Indeed, there was universal agreement among all that 

I interviewed that their school is an outstanding place for the students and the staff and 

that the exemplary leadership of the principal is the reason.  Mrs. Boyer has spent twenty 

quality years of service at the school and her knowledge of the school and the community 

simply could not be overstated.  The unanimous opinion was that this school is a 

completely cohesive team and that the person who primarily holds everything together is 

Mrs. Boyer. 
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 Lincoln Elementary School 
Average # of years knowing the principal = 8 years 

Table #5 

DESCRIBE HER STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Child centered (3) Strong desire to succeed(2) Best at delegating (2) 

Very good listener and open 

to ideas (2) 

Does everything well (3) Most visible of any leader 

(3) 

In control, but allows 

shared ownership(2) 

Her ability to encourage and 

motivate (1) 

Total passion for kids sets 

her apart (3) 

A strong, decisive leader (2) Attention to detail (3) Her complete dedication to 

excellence is unique (2) 

Lives for the students (2) She is a true team leader (3) She is best at details of any 

leader I have seen—nothing 

escapes her attention (2) 

A visionary (2) Her visibility (3) She knows how not to be a 

micro-manager by giving 

people their space (3) 

Expects a lot from everyone 

and she gives back (2) 

 Ability to be collaborative 

yet demanding (1) 

Is a master at generating 

loyalty (1) 

Fair (1) Her love of kids and their 

respect for her set her apart 

from most principals (2) 

Most organized, structured, 

and supportive principal (2) 

Very professional (2) Ability to select good 

people (3) 

She is simply the most 

likeable and respected 

principal (2) 

A true “coach”…always 

visible and supportive (3) 

Her flexibility (1) She is the best at creating a 

family atmosphere (2) 

Firm, but fair (2) She is so supportive…both 

professionally and 

personally to the staff (2) 

Her open door policy is 

exemplary (1) 

High expectations, but very 

understanding (1) 

Her willingness to be fair 

and understanding(1) 

Best problem solver I have 

known (2) 

Flexible, supportive, yet 

strong(2) 

A great communicator who 

loves being in classes and is 

in them every day (2) 

She is just everywhere (2) 

A master team builder(3) Ability to bring out the best 

in everyone (2) 

She is most passionate for 

kids (3) 

She is the mentor, the 

ultimate leader (2) 

Very knowledgeable and 

able to lead the staff (2) 

She is the most like a head 

coach of a faculty team of 

any principal I have ever 

known (1) 
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Table #6 

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE 

SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

She is the school (2) It’s a large family (2) This is one incredibly well 

run organization (1) 

She knows the school well 

and expects the best (1) 

Everyone works together 

(3) 

The school is a large family 

(3) 

The staff is a true team and 

she is the reason (2) 

A highly organized, 

successful place (2) 

District should provide 

more staff (1) 

She is able to utilize best 

practices every day (2) 

A school no teacher wants 

to leave (3) 

More support services for 

parents and the community 

would help (1) 

The kids love and respect 

her (2) 

This is our kids’ home (3) The staff works together so 

well (2) 

She is such an outstanding 

role model (2) 

A totally congenial, 

collaborative environment 

(2) 

The greatest strength is 

absolutely its leadership, 

which is simply the best (2) 

Her constant support 

motivates everyone (2) 

The school has a 

professional yet warm 

atmosphere (1) 

Need lower class sizes and 

more space (2) 

Her expectations make the 

school achieve (3) 

A place where kids achieve 

(3) 

The school is completely 

student-centered (3) 

Her constant passion to 

make kids succeed (3) 

The kids think this is such a 

great school (3) 

The teamwork and 

leadership are 

extraordinary(2) 

She knows the families and 

community so well (3) 

Parents love having their 

children go here (3) 

Leadership is so clear and 

so supportive (2) 

This school is an awesome 

place and she’s the 

reason(1) 

A safe, organized, 

successful place (2) 

The school is so good that 

no one leaves (2) 

Her experience here is 

reflected in every good 

aspect of the school (2) 

Team oriented school(3) The school is “perfectly” 

organized (2) 

She is totally responsible 

for the great climate of the 

school (2) 

A home away from home 

(2) 

We are completely “kid-

centered”-- kids come first 

(3) 

No one wants to leave 

because of her (2) 

A school where everyone  

behaves properly and 

learning happens (2) 

Total school is great: 

principal, staff, kids (2) 

Her standards are so high 

and she knows how to have 

them met (2) 

A really enjoyable place to 

be (3) 

The staff togetherness is 

tremendous (3) 
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Not surprisingly, when I asked individuals to describe their school, the responses 

were glowing.  Often repeated was the opinion that Lincoln Elementary is truly home for 

its children; the kids love to be here and the staff and students work together as a family. 

Lincoln is viewed as a safe haven for the community’s children, an organized, pleasant 

environment where kids can and do succeed.  The school is viewed by parents that I 

interviewed as a place they are excited to have their children attend.  In terms of the 

school’s greatest attributes, again many expressed difficulty in selecting, for they thought 

everything about Lincoln is wonderful.  Indeed, a few people echoed the sentiment that 

Lincoln is “perfectly organized” and others stressed that the school is completely “kid-

centered,” for at Lincoln every adult does everything they can to be certain the students 

are served in the best way possible.  To interview staff, parents, and central office 

administrators about an urban school in a very challenging neighborhood and to hear 

such repeated glowing accounts of what is thought of the school was truly an uplifting 

experience. 

 

     Summary 

 When summarizing the exemplary leadership of Mrs. Boyer, it is impossible for 

me to single out any one particular attribute as being her best quality, for I feel like so 

many that I interviewed that nearly everything about Lincoln was impressive.  

Nonetheless, I can describe several qualities that she has that make her such an 

extraordinary educational leader.  Mrs. Boyer has a genuine passion for her job and a 

calling to help children.  The pride that she takes in her job is evident in everything she 

says and does.  She is simply totally committed to her task at hand at Lincoln.  Although 
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she is a devoted family woman away from school, there is no doubt that during the day 

Lincoln is her home and its students are her children.   

 Given her passion for the school, it was hardly surprising that she was ubiquitous; 

she was around all areas of her building all day long and was thus in complete “touch” 

with what was going on in her organization.  She had an assistant principal whose 

services she used quite well, for her assistant handled most of the routine paperwork and 

other matters for Mrs. Boyer, which freed her to be around the building all day.  Her 

continual presence throughout the facility enabled her to manage the organization quite 

well, and her vision and skill as a team builder allowed her to lead the organization also. 

 Her team building expertise begins with the ability she has demonstrated for 

choosing good people.  She has complemented that with her ability to train and then to 

support her staff.  She has a clear understanding of best practices and is a consummate 

staff developer.  It can truly be said that she is the principal teacher, an instructional 

leader who leads both by example and through support.  Her attention to all details within 

the school has served to facilitate instruction by creating the type of climate and 

organized environment where the best learning can take place. 

 Last, but not least, this principal truly knows her children and the community they 

live in, which includes their families.  When interacting with students in the hallways, the 

classrooms, during entrance and dismissal, or in the cafeteria, Mrs. Boyer not only knew 

everyone’s name, but she knew things about the children as well.  Her love for them was 

obvious, and they, in turn, showed an obvious affection and respect for her.  Mrs. Boyer 

has been an obvious success story at Lincoln Elementary and truly an exemplary leader in 

this challenging urban public school setting. 
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Mount Airy Elementary School 

             The Setting 

 The Mount Airy School is a large elementary organization located in the Mount 

Airy section of Philadelphia.  The school houses students in grades kindergarten through 

eight and has a total student population of approximately 750.  The racial composition of 

the pupils is homogeneous, for 98% of them are black; 87% of the students qualify for 

the Free/Reduced Lunch Program.  While the surrounding neighborhood is populated by 

low income families, it is not a high crime area.  Ironically, at the outskirts of the feeder 

boundaries of the school, there are white families and white, black, and Asian families 

who earn significantly higher incomes, but none of those families send their children to 

this school.  It is reported by the principal that those students attend private schools.  The 

principal, Ms. Janice Wilson, has been at Mount Airy for four years, and it is her 

contention that wealthier families simply do not want their children going to school in the 

neighborhood where her school resides. 

 

    Notable Achievements 

 The school has some significant recent accomplishments of which it can be justly 

proud.  In the most recent school year, it met AYP, and it also met 80% of its 

Performance Targets.  These achievements earned the school special recognition banners 

form the school district, which have been displayed in the building.  Student attendance 

has risen to 94%; lateness has become almost non-existent, and its safety rating has it 

listed among the safest elementary schools in the city. 
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 Ms. Wilson was recommended to me as being an outstanding leader by the 

Associate Superintendent to whom Ms. Wilson reported until last year when the 

Associate moved to a Superintendent’s position in one of the highest rated school  

districts in the state.  This former Associate Superintendent was extremely proud of the 

work being done at Mount Airy and of what she called the “outstanding leadership” of 

the principal.  I saw this leadership in action from the time I entered the school during my 

preliminary visit and then throughout my full day visit that followed. 

 As mentioned previously, Mount Airy is a large organization, which made the 

principal’s knowing the names of the children especially notable.  During the time that I 

spent in her company on my visits, we encountered scores of students, and she knew the 

name of every one of them we met.  Moreover, she even knew anecdotal information 

about students too, often asking things such as, “How is your leg feeling now?” and “Is 

everything all right with the repairs on your home now?”  It was truly impressive to 

witness the personal concern she had for each child. 

 One place I did not encounter students was in the hallway when they should not 

have been there.  Although this school has a large population and is spread out over a 

very sizeable physical plant that is three floors high and contains an annex, not once on 

either of the days that I spent there did I see a student in a place he/she did not belong.  

When students moved through the halls at designated times, all such movements were 

highly organized.  In all of the classrooms I visited, not once did I witness a student who 

was misbehaving.  In short, security and order in the school were excellent. 

 The principal always begins her day the same way by making brief PA 

announcements from her office and then having students lead everyone in the Pledge of 
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Allegiance.  The morning I watched this, two kindergarten students led the recitation, and 

they did a fine job.  The principal did a fine job of complimenting them.  

One attribute of the principal that was evident from the first time I met her that 

continued through the end of my full visit is her high energy level.  She is said by the 

faculty to be “on the job 24/7.”  She is known to do emails to staff at 5 AM on weekdays, 

and she is invariably the first person to arrive to the campus.  Throughout the day, she is 

constantly around the building, and she is constantly smiling and praising as she interacts 

with students continually throughout the building.  She is also known for her work with 

the parents, and I spoke with several parents who applaud the principal’s optimistic spirit, 

her caring, and her understanding of best practices that need to be imparted to the 

students.  In the main office, the most prominent item that can be seen is a large banner 

on one wall that reads: “Mount Airy School: Best Students, Best Staff, Best School.”  

This is a sentiment with which the parents and staff at the school very much seemed to 

agree. 

Interviews 

 Most of the individuals I interviewed had known the principal for four years, but 

some knew her for only one or two.  In describing her style, the points that surfaced most 

often were these: student oriented, intelligent, and supportive.  The fact that Ms. Wilson 

knew the children so well was the most prominent attribute that was cited, and both the 

staff and parents felt that this was a major driving force behind the success of the school 

both with its climate and its achievement.  Perceived as a fine leader of professional 

development and a person well versed in recent best practices, Ms. Wilson was 

considered to be a very intelligent principal and a good role model in terms of scholarship 
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for her faculty to follow.  She also was continually hailed as a leader who supports her 

staff both professionally and personally. 

This contention that she is supportive leads into what was perceived as being Ms. 

Wilson’s very strongest quality: team building.  While she is thought to be very involved 

and highly visible, she is also not considered a micro-manager at all.  She is seen as one 

who treats her teachers as professionals, and part of the way that she is able to support her 

staff is through her ability to be effective in a very large and complicated school system.  

One teacher who has actually been at the school for 37 years said that Ms. Wilson is the 

best principal she has ever seen in terms of understanding the budgetary process and how 

to make the most from what is available.  To be able to have done this takes a great deal 

of intelligence and organized planning, and Ms. Wilson was consistently praised for these 

qualities.  The other quality that was seen as a particular strength is her interaction with 

the students. 

 When comparing Ms. Wilson to other principals, two particular qualities were the 

most prevalent.  First of all, she was once again lauded for her rapport with the students 

and their parents.  This was obviously a reoccurring theme when evaluating Ms. Wilson.  

The other was her organizational skills, which have enabled her to create an extremely 

positive climate in the building as well as to support instruction and resources through her 

industry and intelligent planning. When asked to evaluate Ms. Wilson’s fit for the school, 

the most common response dealt with her ability to relate to the students and their

 parents.  Respected for her own reputation as a successful classroom teacher, Ms. 

Wilson is considered as the principal teacher in the school, and her ability to motivate the 
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 Mount Airy Elementary School 

Average # of years knowing the principal = 4 years 

Table #7 

DESCRIBE HER STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Involved  in all aspects of 

the school (2) 

Totally involved (3) Much more energetic (3) 

Extremely bright and 

competent(2) 

Really knows the kids(3) Knows students so much 

more(3) 

A hands-on leader(2) Extremely strong 

relationship with the parents 

that really helps in working 

with the kids (3) 

Her support of staff (3) 

A person who knows every 

child (3) 

Ability to create a family 

atmosphere has made our 

school a terrific place (2) 

Her ability to deal with 

parents is great (3) 

Energetic and high profile 

(2) 

Strong relationships with 

children (3) 

Her sincerity for the job(2) 

Cares for the students and 

the teachers (2) 

Not a micro-manager (3) She is most able to share 

values of the neighborhood 

with the families (2) 

Very professional (2) She is a people person(1) Her open door policy is 

distinct (1) 

Great at using community 

resources (2) 

Totally approachable (1) Her teaching experience sets 

her apart, for she was a 

model teacher (3) 

Responds to student needs 

individually (2) 

Her intelligence and 

knowledge (2) 

Her knowledge of best 

practices is a distinction(3) 

Treats staff like 

professionals (2) 

Terrific with details like 

budget and planning (3) 

Understands efficient 

leadership more than 

most(1) 

Always around the building 

(2) 

Current on best practices 

and is strong at sharing that 

expertise with the staff (3) 

Ability to use resources well 

(2) 

Very caring (2) Willing to listen to 

“opposing” views (1) 

Best at building a family 

atmosphere of any leader I 

have known (1) 

Good lecturer (1) Totally supportive (2) Much better at climate 

management (2) 

Not a mirco-manager (3) Promotion of collegiality(1) She says what she means(2) 

Intelligent and involved (2) Her personality (2) Supportive of everyone who 

needs it (3) 
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Table #8 

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

Her classroom experience in 

a city school (3) 

A wonderful place to work 

(2) 

Our leadership is wonderful 

(2) 

Her relationship with the 

community has earned her 

the respect that is so helpful 

in leading our school(3) 

A family atmosphere (3) Climate is great (2) 

Her ability to get the most 

out of what we have (2) 

A complex organization 

(K-8) that works (2) 

Kids are terrific (2) 

A fabulous rapport with the 

kids and parents (3) 

A place where students 

learn (3) 

District should provide 

more technology (2) 

Ability to motivate this staff 

is outstanding (2) 

Caring place (3) Faculty is so cohesive (3) 

Knowledge of curriculum 

and best practices to help 

the school (3) 

Friendly, pleasant, 

successful (2) 

Improve the cafeteria (3) 

A genuine love of the 

school (3) 

Large but seems intimate 

(1) 

Parental and community 

support are strong and so 

invaluable (2) 

The support she has from 

the school’s families (3) 

 

Successful, always 

progressing (1) 

Student behavior and 

achievement are 

excellent(2) 

Provides staff with 

whatever they need (3) 

Doesn’t get better than 

this(2) 

Principal’s interaction with 

kids is strong (3) 

Climate management(2) Great climate (2) More support services for 

kids (1) 

Gives 100% of time and 

effort for this school (2) 

Product of our excellent 

leader (2) 

The academic program is 

cohesive (2) 

Has everyone’s respect (2) Place where parents like 

sending their kids to school 

day (3) 

Our outstanding teaching 

staff (2) 

Understands the total K-8 

organization (2) 

A happy family (3) Cooperative spirit among 

the staff is super and makes 

being at work each day an 

enjoyable experience (3) 

Such an upgrade over the 

previous principal (2) 

A success story (1) School has a model tone to 

it (1) 

Her visibility gives her 

credibility (2) 

Simply a wonderful school 

(2) 

Air conditioning in hot 

weather would be nice (2) 
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students to do their best as well as to engage the parents in the learning process by 

supporting the school and its educational endeavors make her uniquely qualified to lead 

Mount Airy. 

 When asked to describe the school, complimentary statements usually revolved 

around the school’s climate.  The school was often referred to as having a family 

atmosphere, and the fact that Mount Airy is a K-8 organization was viewed as a very 

positive aspect since the family atmosphere is only enhanced by the fact that many 

students spend nine years of their lives here.  Comments such as “It doesn’t get any better 

than this” and “A place where everyone gets along” illustrate the family sentiment that 

dominated school descriptions. 

 The final two questions asked about the greatest strength of the school and what 

they would like to see changed. In terms of the latter question, in all instances 

suggestions for change concerned ways that the school district could better support the 

school.  This was not surprising at all since the Philadelphia District is mired in debt and 

is not projected to able to render much in the way of needed supports to any of its 

schools.  The greatest need that could be provided is for additional and improved 

technology.  The greatest strength of the school, not surprisingly, was said to be its 

climate and its cooperative spirit among all of the staff. 

 

                        Summary 

In summarizing the leadership of Ms. Wilson at Mount Airy School, a few themes 

were dominant.  The two most prevalent were her rapport with the students and parents 

and her support of the staff, which included team building.  It was stressed by almost 
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every person I interviewed that Ms. Wilson has a sincere passion for this job that is 

witnessed by her love of interacting with the children and their parents. In order to 

accomplish this, the principal is lauded for her continual presence throughout the facility.   

While she is viewed as being involved in all aspects of the school, she is not 

deemed to be a micro-manager; instead, she is considered supportive and a genuine team 

builder.  She is also respected for her experience, her attention to research, and her 

knowledge of best practices; these qualities enhance her reputation as the instructional 

leader of the school.  Overall, she is held in high esteem by those I interviewed for her 

ability to be a creative, organized, and passionate leader whose school is achieving highly 

in an urban setting with a student body that comes from a poor socio-economic 

background.  My visits to the school only served to reinforce the perceptions that were 

shared with me.   

 

Baldwin Elementary School 

            The Setting 

 The Baldwin Elementary School is located in the Germantown section of 

Philadelphia and serves approximately 620 students in grades kindergarten through six.  

The population is 98% black, 1% Hispanic, and 1% other, and 100% of the students 

qualify for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program.  Located in a lower income section of the 

city, this school of poor, minority students has an outstanding record of achievement 

during the five years that Mr. Dale Moritz has served as its principal. 

 During the 2009-2010 school year, not only did Baldwin make AYP but its data 

actually elevated it to “Vanguard” status, which is the highest achievement level that can 
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be reached in the Philadelphia District.  Already a success story, Baldwin seeks to 

continue to improve even more under the leadership of its ambitious principal, and for the 

2010-’11 school year, the school seeks to reach 76% proficiency in math, 62% in reading, 

and to meet 25 additional scholastic targets.  Ironically, however, Baldwin’s recent 

success could very well be its greatest obstacle in meeting future academic goals.  This is 

due to the fact that the District has implemented the School Choice initiative where 

parents can opt to send their children from a failing school to one that has outstanding 

programs.  As a Vanguard school, Baldwin has become a school of choice where parents 

are electing to send their children.  Since priority is being given to students whose 

academic and discipline records are the most needy, Baldwin this year is assimilating 

many new students with poor backgrounds yet receiving no additional supports to try to 

meet the needs of these highly challenging new admits.  The principal is well aware of 

this challenge and understands the difficulty he and his school will have as a result; 

however, he is approaching this task with the same energy and dedication has exhibited 

in making his school rise to its present level. 

Notable Achievements 

 One of the key initiatives that Mr. Moritz began shortly after his arrival was to 

seek beyond the school for help to improve what was being offered inside his building.  

To that end, he fostered partnerships with several businesses and churches in the area, 

and these have brought volunteers to work at the school as well as the donation of many 

resources.  His most valuable partnership, though, has been with Chestnut Hill College, 

which is located just a few miles from Baldwin.  Mr. Moritz learned that the college was 

seeking to work with a city school located in an urban neighborhood with characteristics 
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similar to the one in which Baldwin sits.  He aggressively pursued a partnership, and the 

results have been of enormous benefit to his school.  First of all, Baldwin had no library 

whatsoever when Mr. Moritz arrived, but through the efforts of the Chestnut Hill 

partnership, his school now houses a library that contains over 7,000 books, all of which 

were obtained through donations solicited by students from the college.  Moreover, the 

college now sends all of its Education majors who must do Field Experience during their 

sophomore and/or junior year to Baldwin.  This adds approximately 20-25 student 

assistants from the college to work with Baldwin’s 33 teachers each year. 

 Two other Baldwin statistics that speak to the excellence of the school are the 

average daily attendance rate of 95% and the percentage of serious incidents at the school 

that is so low that Baldwin is listed as one of the safest elementary schools in the city.  In 

terms of the school’s climate, it was apparent to me from my time spent at the school 

during both my preliminary and then my full day visit that it emanates from its leader. 

  

     Site Visit      

When the weather is acceptable, students gather in the yard for the start of the 

day, but when it is not then they gather in the auditorium instead.  On my full day visit, it 

was quite cold outside and snow was on the ground, so the auditorium was the initial 

meeting place, and by 8 AM, a full half hour before students would be dismissed from the 

auditorium to go to their classes, Mr. Moritz was in that very large area that has about 

800 seats and preparing to take full control of the start of the day.  Speaking into a hand 

held microphone, Mr. Moritz periodically addressed all the children and brought them to 
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order with ease.  When he dismissed them, he did so in a completely organized fashion, 

and a tone for the day had been set. 

 As I walked through the entire building and went into every classroom in the 

school, I was impressed by the fact that all the children knew him very well and showed 

him complete respect.  He, in turn, knew their names and continually said brief positive 

comments to children.  At one point on my tour, a teacher asked me if I had brought 

roller skates with me, for I was going to “really have to move” to keep up with Mr. 

Moritz.  Indeed, his energy was high, not just in the rapidity with which he walked from 

room to room but also with his interaction with classes when he entered. 

 In many classes that I went into with him, Mr. Moritz would engage the students 

in a brief question-answer session about material relevant to what the teacher was 

covering at the time.  For example, in one fifth grade class with 28 students present, Mr. 

Moritz conducted a brief writing strategy lesson concerning how students could respond 

best on the upcoming PSSA test.  He displayed a genuine depth of knowledge as he 

taught the children, and this was evident with every mini-lesson that he conducted in  

every room.  He showed himself to be the principal teacher in the school and the response 

from both the teacher and the students was always the same: they enjoyed what he did.  

He was always enthusiastic, clear, complimentary, and organized in his presentation of 

material, thereby modeling the instruction he wanted imparted.  In every instance, student 

response was simply outstanding as every student was attentive and engaged.  In fact, in 

another class he even had students quickly analyze each other’s work and assign an 

appropriate scoring range from 0-3 for the paragraphs that had been written.  The 

students’ ability to do this well was most impressive.  Also impressive was Mr. Moritz’s 
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response when students scored a obvious “3” on their work, for he enthusiastically 

praised their work orally and also gave high-fives and hugs in a very appropriate manner. 

Simply stated, he was a combination of instructor and cheerleader, and it worked. 

 One other class interaction should be noted.  We visited the pre-school class of 

four year olds, and Mr. Moritz noted that the teacher was asking them questions, so he 

asked the little boys and girls to spell “question.”  There were fifteen children present and 

I watched as each one in unison correctly spelled the word.  Then he asked the boys and 

girls to say “hello” to me in both French and Spanish, and they did.  The students’ 

responses were impressive, and equally notable was the general climate of the room for 

these four year olds.  The principal told me that he wanted to set the tone from the very 

youngest on up, and it was obvious that he had done so. 

 It should be noted that as I spoke with many individuals throughout the school, I 

learned that the principal had not merely “put on a show” for me; he gets into almost 

every room every day, and he is continually interacting with children and also trying to  

set a positive tone and high academic goals.  He told me that what he enjoys most of all 

in his job is teaching, and this quality has enabled him to gain much respect from the staff 

and students who see him as leading by example.   

He also is known as a leader who supports his staff professionally and personally.  

One teacher told me that she had had a particularly bad day last week due to personal 

problems that caused her to be challenged to perform to par in her class.  Mr. Moritz 

listened to her, gave her words of encouragement, and then the next day gave her a $10 

gift card to Wawa, for he knows how much she loves coffee there.  Her statement to me 

was, “That $10 card bought him a $1000 worth of loyalty from me.”  I also spoke with a 
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substitute teacher who was in the building that day, and she told me that “everyone wants 

to sub here” because the school is so well run.  Indeed, Mr. Moritz does not call these 

substitutes by that title, at Baldwin these folks are “guest teachers.”  While he treats them 

well, he also reminds them that at Baldwin he expects solid work from his guest teachers 

who he views as part of the Baldwin family that day.  In return, it is evident that he gets 

just that.  Unfortunately for the guest teachers, though, Baldwin’s teacher absence rate is 

very low, so substitute jobs are scarce at Baldwin.  Last year the faculty’s average daily 

attendance rate was 95%.  As many teachers stated to me in our interaction, Baldwin is a 

school where teachers love to come to work every day, which is proven by how rarely 

anyone calls in sick. 

 

 Interviews 

The average number of years that those I interviewed at Baldwin knew the 

principal was five, and I commenced each interaction with the same first question I 

always used: How do you describe his style?  The responses that I got consistently 

referred to the principal’s general demeanor, which could best be described as totally 

upbeat or extremely optimistic.  The most graphic response to describe his demeanor 

came from a woman who serves as a one-on-one classroom assistant; she said, “He puts 

butter on bad news.”  Over and over Mr. Moritz was lauded as a leader who is supportive 

and easy to work with, a caring, loving, supportive man.  His willingness to make time 

for people, whether they are teachers, students, parents, was consistently seen to be a trait 

that endeared him to his school family at Baldwin. 
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 That “family” concept is what many felt was the principal’s greatest strength: he 

has definitely created a family atmosphere at Baldwin.  The teachers work the hardest 

that they can to make sure their children learn; the students work hard in their classes and 

show respect for the “family” throughout the building; parents and community 

organizations lend their support willingly to the school also.  The unquestioned leader 

and the one most responsible for this attitude that has permeated the organization is the 

principal. 

 When asked to compare Mr. Moritz to other principals, praise for him and his 

leadership were glowing.  Several staff members told of “horror stories” with other 

principals they have worked for in the city, including at Baldwin School, and those with 

many years of experience in the system confidently stated that they were certain their 

principal was one of the city’s finest.  His support, visibility, and caring were seen as 

qualities that truly set him apart. His former Associate Superintendent, who is the same 

personal friend of mine who supervised the Mount Airy School too, views him as one of 

the most dynamic and effective educators—not just principals—she has ever known. 

When asked to assess why Mr. Moritz is a good fit for Baldwin School, most 

responded that his caring, dynamic, visible, and supportive style have set a climate for the 

school that has been responsible for its success and that he is clearly the main reason this 

climate exists.  The school has risen to its present high standing as a Vanguard School 

during the time of his leadership, and Mr. Moritz continually receives the credit for that. 

I asked many staff members to describe Baldwin School and not surprisingly 

there were no unkind words.  The most common themes were these three: a family-like 
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  Baldwin Elementary School 

     Average # of years knowing the principal = 5  

Table #9 

DESCRIBE HIS STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Totally involved (4) Energy and passion(5) He is simply the best a 

leader can be (2) 

Super supportive (3) Visibility (4) He knows the kids so very 

well (4) 

Establishes great rapport 

with kids (4) 

Concern for kids (4) Model teacher himself (3) 

Caring, warm, involved (2) Rapport with and respect of 

children (3) 

Most involved principal 

with families—has amazing 

ability to know community 

so well (2) 

Always on the go-- need 

roller skates to try to keep 

up with him (2) 

Understanding of best 

practices (3) 

No one as supportive or 

concerned as he is (2) 

Stress on best practices for 

learning (3) 

Total support of staff (3) The ultimate team builder 

(3) 

Highly visible and 

genuinely supportive (4) 

Team building (3) There are so many “horror 

stories” around our city, but 

none of them here (1) 

Easy to work with (2) Ability to lead instruction 

(3) 

No one wants him to ever 

leave (2) 

“two thumbs up” (1) Motivational techniques (2) Builder of the finest rapport 

for all (2) 

“puts butter on bad news” 

(1) 

Caring and thoughtful 

attitude (2) 

Reputation as one of the 

very best (2) 

Always upbeat and positive 

(3) 

Willing to listen and take 

suggestions (2) 

The finest at caring for his 

staff (2) 

Rewards individuals 

constantly but holds people 

accountable too (1) 

Extremely pleasant (2) Student-centered (4) 

Good communicator (2) Shows respect for 

everybody (2) 

A principal with a passion 

for the classroom and who 

shows that love daily (3) 

Open door policy (1) Vision and energy (2) No leader could be more 

sincere (2) 

A genuinely wonderful 

leader (2) 

Leads by example (3) Really knows how to build 

and maintain a successful 

school (2) 
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Table #10 

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE 

SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

He is the source of the 

school’s pride (2) 

I love working here (3) The genuine love of 

teachers for the kids(3) 

Has built an extremely 

strong, helpful community 

support system(2) 

A place with a totally 

positive atmosphere(2) 

High expectations for all the 

children help set the tone (3) 

Has the total support of the 

staff (3) 

Not a perfect school, but 

it’s close (1) 

The leadership is our 

greatest strength(2) 

He really has become 

synonymous with the 

school(2) 

This is a family (4) Teamwork abounds (4) 

He has built a great 

instructional team that 

really delivers (2) 

A place where everyone 

works together (4) 

Our family atmosphere (4) 

He knows the kids and 

parents so well(4) 

An orderly, energetic 

school(2) 

Needed change is a new 

teacher’s lounge where we 

could work with more 

comfort(1) 

His presence is felt 

everywhere in the school(2) 

A good school with few 

problems (2) 

Cafeteria could be 

improved(4) 

He works well with 

everybody (2) 

A school that takes pride in 

what it does(2) 

Our principal is our 

strongest asset (2) 

The climate he has built is 

fabulous (1) 

School with a family 

atmosphere(3) 

The caring, cohesive 

teaching staff is a key(2) 

Every aspect of the school 

has his stamp on it (2) 

A school that focuses on 

kids(3) 

Our positive climate is our 

biggest plus(2) 

He is such a caring, 

supportive person (3) 

A place where academic 

success takes place (3) 

The district needs to provide 

more technology for the 

instructional needs (2) 

The best fit for our school 

in all my years here (1) 

Highly organized and well 

run (2) 

We could use more 

community services to help 

our families, most of whom 

have so many needs (1) 

He is just perfect for our 

school (2) 

Ours is truly a great school 

that is a reflection of great 

leadership (1) 

Our academic rigor is our 

#1 strength (1) 

Provides compelling 

leadership (2) 

One big, happy family (3) Our vision and passion are 

awesome (1) 

Totally cares for this school 

(2) 

A safe school where kids 

can really learn(2) 

Our strength is in our 

teamwork (3) 
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atmosphere, a place where children receive a wonderful education, and a caring, 

supportive place.  There simply were no unkind words expressed about the organization, 

and one teacher issued the ultimate compliment when she said, “There is no such thing as 

a perfect school, but this one’s close.” 

 When assessing the school’s greatest strengths and its possible improvements, 

individuals repeatedly mentioned the overall climate of the school as well as the 

remarkable academic success rate as the school’s two finest attributes.  Many were quick 

to add that they gave the majority of the credit for that to Mr. Moritz.  It should be noted 

that Baldwin does have one remarkable helper in terms of climate, the volunteer whose 

post every day is in the hall at the school’s entrance.  He is an 88 year old retired Navy 

officer and widower who loves the school and sets a positive tone for every person who 

enters.  The mutual respect evident between him and the principal was a joy to see. 

As for improvements, all suggestions dealt with how the district could do more to 

support the school.  Improvements to some areas within the building, such as the cafeteria 

and the teachers’ lounge, were mentioned a few times as things that would help.  More  

funding for technology was also mentioned as a need, and several staff members 

complained that there is a genuine irony at play in that Baldwin’s success may actually 

work against its receiving additional district support since it is now not perceived as a 

“needy” school.  They obviously did not think this was fair. 

 

              Summary 

Overall, Mr. Moritz is obviously doing an outstanding job at Baldwin.  When he 

assumed command, the school’s test scores were well below average and AYP had never 
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been met.  Its discipline records showed it to be among a list of troubled schools in the 

city.  Now Baldwin is one of the highest achieving schools in Philadelphia and a place 

where teachers truly want to work and where parents want to send their children.   

 The principal has displayed many admirable qualities during his years at the helm 

of this school in leading it to its present status.  He is certainly an extremely supportive 

leader, one who has the complete loyalty and respect of his staff and students.  He offers 

praise, support, and reinforcement on a continual basis, and he usually does this while 

being constantly on the move throughout his building.  His style is truly the embodiment 

of MBWA.   

 He also exhibits a genuine passion for his job and a love of and concern for 

children.  It can clearly be said that he knows his kids.  In return, they exhibit a respect 

for him.  Part of what he does with children is to actually instruct them in partnership 

with their teachers in the classroom; he continually reinforces his role as the principal 

teacher while he leads by example.  His knowledge of curriculum and best practices is 

readily apparent. Overall, he has built a team and a family at Baldwin; his leadership has 

been exemplary. 

       

    Harry S. Truman Elementary School 

      The Setting 

 The Truman Elementary School is located in Wilmington, Delaware, and this 

school and its principal, Mr. George Hayman, were recommended to me for this study by 

a part time professor in Wilmington University’s Doctoral Program who serves as 

Superintendent of the Red Clay Consolidated School District in which Truman is located.  
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Truman has 570 students, and its racial composition is 23% white, 7% black, and 70 % 

Hispanic; 86% of the students qualify for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program. 

 

    Notable Achievements 

 Mr. Hayman has been principal of the school for twenty years, and he was 

disappointed that the school was unable to meet AYP in the first three years that NCLB 

went into effect; however, in 2005 the school finally made that goal and has been doing 

so ever since.  Then in 2009 Truman received an extraordinarily high honor: recognition 

as a National Blue Ribbon School.  That year there were more than 120,000 public and 

private schools eligible for that honor, and Truman was one of only 300 that were cited.  

The last time a school in the Red Clay District earned that award was 25 years earlier. 

 There is no doubt among the staff that Mr. Hayman was the prime reason for the 

school receiving its national honor.  Because he has been at the helm for just over two 

decades now, he has interviewed and personally hired all but three of the 35 full time 

teachers on the staff.  He is perceived as one who is innovative and welcomes change, 

and he is also seen as one who knows data, student needs, and techniques that can be 

implemented to increase student achievement.  In both his discussions with me and in 

comments made to be by staff members, it was evident to me that he has a vision for 

excellence in education that includes the philosophy that all children can learn and  

deserve the highest quality education. 

 

                 

 



 

 

108 

 

     Site Visit 

 During my full day visit to the school, it was apparent to me that to Mr. Hayman 

the little things are not little at Truman; he pays close attention to every detail.  On 

example of this is his close relationship with his custodial staff, and his goal in this regard 

is to have the finest looking building and grounds that he can.  Having all of the exterior 

and interior looking attractive is quite important to him, and there seemed to be a positive 

rapport between him and the custodial staff, which accounts for why the facility does 

indeed look so nice.  He also paid close attention to the appearance of every room and 

asks his teachers to decorate their rooms so that all who enter will be pleased by what 

they see.  While This attention to detail is important to Mr. Hayman, he made it clear to 

me that he does not consider himself to be a micro-manager; on the contrary, he was 

quick to mention that these facility efforts are the result of a cooperative effort of which 

he is one part.  His opinion was reinforced by conversations I had with custodial and 

teaching staff who did not perceive Mr. Hayman as a micro-manager. 

 When I arrived at Truman before the start of the school day, Mr. Hayman was 

already outside at the front of the school.  He was accompanied there by his vice 

principal and two other adults, and they were actively engaged in supervising the 

students’ admission.  In this activity the principal was the most totally involved as he 

greeted every student who passed near him in a very animated way; he appeared to truly 

enjoy this student interaction.  At the close of the day, he once again monitored the 

students, both those who were walking home from school and those who were boarding 

buses. 
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Mr. Hayman is a principal who clearly engages in MBWA on a daily basis.  He 

informed me that, except for occasions where he is called away from his building for an 

event or a meeting, he makes it a point to get into every room in his school at least once 

every day.  Teachers I interviewed confirmed that this is true.  During my full day visit, 

he escorted me into every classroom, and it was totally evident that he knew the children 

and they knew him.  The rapport between him and his students was excellent, and the 

respect they showed for him was genuine. In addition, as I examined what was 

transpiring in the classes, I was pleased to see that every student was focused and on task 

in all rooms.  There were no children unattended anywhere the entire day; student 

movements throughout the building were orderly; and not one discipline problem of any 

type was seen the entire day.  The average daily attendance for the students is an 

outstanding 96%. 

 Mr. Hayman stated to me that the two greatest challenges his school faces when 

trying to help the children succeed in their educational endeavors is the large (English 

Language Learners) ELL population and the high poverty level of his families.  The ELL 

population poses yearly challenges in terms of language issues, and he has added more 

staff who have Spanish fluency as well as offered more professional development to help 

teachers be better equipped to help their ELL students.  The poverty issue has an obvious 

impact as many of his students go home to conditions that are not conducive to assisting 

the school with efforts to supplement the education offered during the day at Truman.  

Nonetheless, Mr. Hayman and his staff are openly committed to doing whatever they can 

to be certain that the school’s excellent record of achievement, which includes meeting 

AYP again, continues. 
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               Interviews 

 The number of years that staff and others who I interviewed have known Mr. 

Hayman varied a great deal.  A few have known him for about 20 years, while some 

others have known him only three or four.  The average number of years those 

interviewed have known him came to approximately eight.  Regardless of the number of 

years, though, praise for him and his leadership was high from all with whom I talked. 

Indeed, when I asked the question, “What is the school’s greatest strength/what would 

you change?” four different respondents actually said basically the same thing: they 

wouldn’t change anything.  Such high praise was echoed by Mr. Hayman’s boss, the 

Director of School Operations for the district, who told me that he had given Mr. Hayman 

an extremely high mid-year evaluation and that this school is one that he “never has to 

worry about.”  One of the more unique sources of compliment for the principal was his 

purchase of the Spanish Rosetta Stone program for his faculty’s use so that they could 

become more conversant with the large Spanish speaking student and parent population.   

 When describing Mr. Hayman’s style, the most common themes were his constant 

support of the staff, his continual presence throughout the entire building, his great 

rapport with the students, and his calm leadership style that he often punctuates with 

humorous anecdotes or comments.  The attributes considered to be his greatest strengths 

reflected many of the same themes.  Repeated continually was his interaction with the 

staff that has produced a supportive, stress-free, collaborative, and success oriented  
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environment.  His caring, passion, visibility, and flexibility were cited often.  An 

additional positive attribute cited a few times was his ability to multitask so well, which 

may be due both to his skill and also to his many years as leader of the school. 

Comparing Mr. Hayman to other principals proved to be the most challenging 

question since many of the staff never worked for another principal and almost all were 

personally hired and trained by Mr. Hayman.  It was hardly surprising then that I did not 

receive a single comment that said anything negative about Mr. Hayman compared to any 

other principal.  Aside from repeated comments about his being supportive and not 

micro-managing as well as his being so visible, two added a different attribute for their 

leader: they said that he displays no ego and that he is just so sincere and unassuming.  In 

addition, several offered their opinion that he is the best in the district. 

He was widely seen as being the perfect fit for the school because he basically is the 

school; he has been the leader for two decades, and the sentiment was reiterated often that 

as the principal who had built Truman into the Blue Ribbon school that it is, how could 

he not be the perfect fit?   

 When asked to describe the school, three respondents were quick to mention that 

Truman is a school that definitely deserved the Blue Ribbon.  All expressed happiness in 

being at this school and several stated that they would never want to teach anywhere else.  

Staff and parents viewed the school as a great place for kids to learn, and many times the 

concept that Truman is a family was stated.  What has made this school so wonderful has 

been its exemplary leader, a committed staff, many wonderful parent and community 

supporters, and an overall positive spirit that engenders achievement. 
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 Truman Elementary School 

               Average # of years knowing the principal = 8 

Table #11 

DESCRIBE HIS STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Lets teachers do their job—

teachers can really teach at 

this school (3) 

Flexibility (1) Only principal I’ve worked 

for (2) 

Insists on things to be done 

and then facilitates their 

completion (2) 

Excellent listener (2) He knows how not to micro-

manage (3) 

Constantly around the 

building (4) 

Ability to deal with all in a 

fair, consistent way (2) 

Best at supporting (3) 

Very calm and very 

supportive (2) 

His interpersonal and 

communication skills are 

tremendous (2) 

Shows confidence in his 

staff (3) 

Very “hands on” (2) His way with children(3) Is very inspirational and 

also humorous (2) 

In every class every day(4) His knowledge of teaching 

and best practices is 

exemplary (4) 

Fabulous with children(4) 

Loves to praise and help(3) Understanding and 

supportive of teachers(3) 

Strongest leader at focusing 

on achievement that I have 

ever known(1) 

Collaborative (1) Ability to create positive 

relationships(2) 

Most visible principal I’ve 

known(2) 

Aware of everything in the 

school (2) 

Communication with 

appropriate humor (2) 

Best principal in the district 

(2) 

Shared decision maker (2) Able to  make work 

enjoyable (3) 

Lets people use their own 

style (2) 

Kid-centered (4) Understanding of 

everyone’s needs—this 

includes kids and staff (2) 

Best at understanding and 

using data (3) 

Open door policy (2) Creates a stress-free 

environment (2) 

He shows no ego-- is 

sincere (1) 

Lets people do their job (2) Loves children and they 

love/respect him (2) 

Never tries to micro-

manage… always assists in 

a positive way (3) 

Fosters joint leadership (3) Able to multitask well (1) Highly visible (4) 

Easy-going with a sense of 

humor (2) 

Supportive, including 

professional development 

that is meaningful (2) 

Very caring person (3) 
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Table #12 

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

Always has a positive 

attitude (2) 

A school that truly deserves 

the Blue Ribbon that it 

received (2) 

Teachers who really care (3) 

Ensures the safety of 

everyone (2) 

Very positive place to teach 

(3) 

The collaboration is 

tremendous (2) 

Has been here for many 

years and done such a great 

job of leading (2) 

Place where all children are 

celebrated (2) 

Our leadership is the best(2) 

He knows everyone so well 

(2) 

A place parents love to send 

their children (3) 

Shame we can’t improve 

kids’ home lives (2) 

Is responsible for building 

this great school(3) 

A great Title I school open 

to diversity (1) 

The openness between 

principal and staff is 

ideal(1) 

Understands how to use 

data for achievement(3) 

School where the total child 

is valued (2) 

We could use more after 

school programs (1) 

He is simply an exemplary 

leader (1) 

A great place to work (4) This is such a safe and 

orderly school (2) 

He makes everyone feel 

comfortable here (2) 

A school where kids love to 

learn (3) 

The kids are so great every 

day (2) 

He has hired and trained 

almost everyone (3) 

It runs like a fine tuned 

machine (1) 

Our principal’s amazing 

ability to make us so 

successful (1) 

Has built such a 

collaborative staff (3) 

An absolute jewel in a poor 

neighborhood (1) 

Collegiality among staff is 

true strength (3) 

Everything runs so 

smoothly (2) 

Place filled with caring 

teachers (2) 

Everyone’s willingness to 

help each other is a 

heartwarming quality (2) 

Is always focused on our 

plans to be the best school 

we can possibly be (1) 

School where all feel 

welcomed (3) 

Nothing to change…this is a 

great place (2) 

Great relationship with 

parents and community (3) 

Safe (1) Our family atmosphere (3) 

Is so respected by the 

children (3) 

A family atmosphere (3) Our special staff helps all 

kids achieve (2) 

Passion and understanding 

for immigrant children is 

just marvelous (2) 

A sense of community and 

pride dwells here (2) 

Everybody is so happy to be 

here (3) 
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                 Summary 

Summarizing the leadership of Mr. Hayman begins by stating the obvious: this 

school has flourished under his leadership.  A Blue Ribbon is most difficult to earn and it 

serves as an obvious testament to Truman’s being a school where achievement has been  

abundant.  The fact that he has been principal for the past two decades makes it 

impossible to divorce him from the success that has transpired.  The fact that he has 

stayed as the school’s leader for this amount of time shows the commitment he has had to 

the organization.  Truman’s service to children has obviously been paramount in Mr. 

Hayman’s life. 

 This passion that he has shown for children has been a driving force behind his 

successful leadership.  As he continually traverses his building daily, it is obvious to see 

that he truly enjoys what he is doing; he loves being with the children and he loves 

working with his staff.  His MBWA along with his rapport with children and his ability to 

inspire his teachers to do their best in large part due to the way he always supports them 

have all combined to make his leadership so exemplary.  He is clearly not viewed as a 

micro-manager by any staff member but rather as a calm, supportive, and often humorous 

leader.  He is attentive to detail and fully understand the use of data and best practices to 

direct instruction.  Overall, he has gained the confidence and respect of his staff, students, 

parents, community, and supervisor.  As one teacher stated, “As for how we feel about 

Mr. Hayman as our principal, the best compliment we can give is that we really hope he 

can stay for another twenty years.” 
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    Shaw Elementary School 

 The Setting 

 The Shaw Elementary School, which houses students in grades kindergarten 

through five, is located in Pottstown, Pennsylvania, a small city located to the west of 

Philadelphia.  Shaw is in a poor section of town, located directly across the street from a 

large housing project known in the community as simply “The Village.”  The housing 

project is populated by low income families, many of whom are transient, and it is one of 

the highest crime areas in the city.  The student population of Shaw is also highly 

transient, and only about half of the students who spend first grade in the school go 

through grade five there.  Approximately 85% of the 408 students qualify for the 

Free/Reduced Lunch Program in this very integrated school whose student population is 

approximately 33% white, 43% black, 20% Hispanic, and 4% Asian and other.  Despite 

the transiency and the poverty level of the students, as well as the fact that nearly three-

fourths come from single parent or no parent homes, the average daily attendance rate is a 

highly respectable 95.5%.  This appears to be due in part to the excellent leadership of the 

principal, Mr. Joe Aviola. 

 One aspect of the school that illustrates both its poverty as well its commitment to 

helping its youngsters is the Community Schools Room.  This room acts as a center for 

housing materials for after school activities, such the art, chess, and music clubs, but its 

most remarkable aspect is its storehouse of items to help poor children.  For example, 

there are many children’s coats stored in the room, and these are given to students in the 

school on an as need basis primarily during the cold months.  These gifts can be 

especially valuable to children of families at the school who reside in local homeless  
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shelters.  In addition to coats, other clothing is given, particularly so that students are able 

to comply with the district’s uniform policy.  To that end, in February eleven shirts and 

thirteen pants were given to children.  There is never any charge or any obligation to 

repay for those items given from the room.  All of the items given away are donated 

through the efforts of staff and community groups such as local churches.  It is also from 

this room that the Weekend Backpack Program is run.  On Fridays, needy students can 

receive free of charge a backpack that they can wear home that contains items of food, 

school supplies, and other items that can be used by these children through the weekend. 

Their only obligation is to return the empty backpack on Monday morning so that it can 

be filled and used again, and compliance has been almost 100%. 

 In addition to serving low income families and many transient and homeless ones 

too, Shaw houses the district’s students who have more complex support needs, such as 

Down syndrome.  Ten percent of the student body that does not require complex support 

needs is classified as needing special education services, and the Mr. Aviola points with 

pride to the fact that 100% of these students at the school are fully included in the regular 

education program.  Even those requiring complex support have a high inclusion rate of 

75%. 

Notable Achievements 

 Now in his sixth year as principal of Shaw, Mr. Aviola is proud to point to the 

fact that his school has attained AYP every year under his leadership, which is a truly 

outstanding achievement.  Moreover, Shaw has been designated as a Distinguished Title I 

School due to its 10% gains in three separate testing sub-groups, including high 

mathematics scores among Hispanic students.  Mr. Aviola succeeded a man as principal  
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who left to become the district’s Assistant Superintendent and who now serves as 

Aviola’s direct supervisor, and this Assistant Superintendent has given Aviola very high 

praise for the job he has done at Shaw. 

Site Visit 

 I made two trips to Shaw in order to research the work of the school and its 

principal.  On both occasions I witnessed the same thing: a principal who was visible and 

dynamic and completely involved with his students and staff.  Mr. Aviola was outside to 

greet the children as they entered in the morning and there to see them off in the 

afternoon.  Throughout the day, he was around the school continually and exhibiting the 

fact that he knew his students very well.  During his constant interaction with staff, it was 

obvious that his rapport with them was outstanding, for an obvious mutual respect was 

present in all of their verbal communication.  

The biggest drawback to Mr. Aviola’s ability to do everything he wants to do in 

the school was obvious: a lack of support staff.  He has no assistant principal so he has to 

handle all the administrative tasks, such as discipline conferences.  He also has no 

counselor, so he has managed to receive a grant for a counseling service at the school, so 

the person who renders this service, which Mr. Aviola says is excellent, is not a district 

employee.  Fortunately for Mr. Aviola, the school is so well run that there are few 

discipline conferences to conduct, and the sense of collegiality among the staff is so 

strong that if the principal needs help with an administrative duty, he has no difficulty 

finding a staff member to volunteer to assist. 

Throughout the day, Mr. Aviola is attentive to all the details that need to be done 

properly to have a positive climate exist at all times within the building.  The day begins  
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with a telecast from the school’s library by the SNN (Shaw News Network).  Every day 

two children do the news for the day followed by the Pledge of Allegiance that is seen 

throughout the school on the closed circuit television system. This presentation is well 

received and sets a positive tone for the day.  Then as the day progresses, students are 

seen to move from place to place in a highly organized way, classes are conducted where 

all students are on task and well behaved, and no students are ever seen unsupervised in 

areas of the building.  Overall, the organization is well run and the learning in each 

classroom appears to be structures yet innovative.  There is even total focus being given 

by students in small group lessons given by support teachers in some hallway locations, 

which must be used because the school is overcrowded.  Neither a lack of space nor the 

challenges of teaching highly needs students seem to be strong concerns for the staff at 

Shaw, and their comments about the school and its leadership reflect their belief that 

Shaw is doing a great job.  This was also true of the sentiments expressed by parents. 

   

Interviews 

 The two most common compliments for Mr. Aviola were for his instructional 

leadership and his support of the staff.  In terms of instruction, Mr. Aviola instituted a 

system of co-teaching that has proven to be especially beneficial for students with IEP’s.  

This cooperative effort between two teachers has enabled the expertise of each to be used 

to help the learning for each child.  Widely viewed among his staff as a leader with a 

solid knowledge of best practices, theories, and data relevant to elementary education, 

Mr. Aviola receives high praise from the faculty for his efforts as an instructional leader.  
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He continually reminds the staff that improvement of instruction is the major focus, and 

he conducts on-going professional development to assist in this endeavor. 

Mr. Aviola in his self-assessment conducted with me considered instructional 

leadership to be his strongest attribute.  Judging from the excellent test results the school 

has attained under his leadership, his evaluation would seem to have merit.  It must be 

added, though, that part of this instructional success has been due to his ability to build 

cooperation and teamwork among the staff.  Teachers repeatedly stated how helpful their 

principal is to them not only professionally but personally as well.  Several teachers told 

of instances where they had individual concerns such as a sick child at home, and Mr.  

Aviola took it upon himself to render assistance by personally teaching their class for 

them so that an emergency could be attended to.  His willingness to lend a hand or to 

simply give an attentive ear has earned him the respect of his staff and their willingness 

to “walk the extra mile” in support of whatever task he asks them to perform on behalf of 

the school.  In terms of interpersonal relationships at his school, the principal has 

definitely earned his staff’s respect and support. 

The staff also respects Mr. Aviola for the way he interacts with children and 

parents.  While he displays an obvious compassion and concern, he also is a firm 

disciplinarian who expects his students to behave appropriately at all times in and around 

the campus.  Since he is a constant presence throughout the building on a daily basis, the 

perception of the principal as one who cares for his children is reinforced. 
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Shaw Elementary School 

Average # of years knowing principal = 5 years 

Table#13 

DESCRIBE HIS STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Shared leadership (3) Genuinely cares about kids 

and their families (4) 

Not a micro-manager(3) 

Very energetic (2) He is a terrific listener (2) His respect for people is 

really great (2) 

Welcomes input(2) Open-mindedness(2) Similar to a previous 

excellent principal(1) 

Always around the 

building(4) 

Works so hard at behavior 

adjustment for kids(2) 

His visibility is respected(3) 

Great rapport with kids(3) His relationships with all: 

teachers, kids, parents (3) 

He s definitely a genuine 

model of caring and 

understanding (2) 

Very fair, patient(2) Fairness and openness(2) Most kid-oriented of any 

I’ve known(2) 

Good listener(2) Caring attitude towards 

everyone shows that he is 

sincere in doing what he 

does (2) 

Finest open door policy (2) 

Wise, open(1) His vision(2) Most focused on academic 

achievement of any leader I 

have known (2) 

Kind and compassionate 

individual(2) 

Can-do attitude(2) Best at organization(2) 

Flexible (1) Instructional expertise(3) Most involved leader that 

I’ve seen(2) 

Caring (3) Ability to see the big picture 

is extraordinary(1) 

A master team builder (4) 

People-oriented (2) Delegates very 

effectively(2) 

Finest in dealing with 

parents of any principal I’ve 

known (2) 

Supportive, not a micro-

manager (3) 

Always visible and 

available (3) 

Compassion for needy kids 

is wonderful (2) 

Treats all of the  staff 

members in a totally  

professional manner (2) 

Great at handling 

controversy (1) 

A top builder of positive 

climate (2) 

Puts kids first(3) Tries to accommodate 

people’s needs (2) 

He is one of two great 

principals I have worked for 

(1) 
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Table #14                             

 

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE 

SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

He has put such a great 

team in place (3) 

A very cooperative place(2) Our teamwork is super (4) 

He knows everyone so 

well(4) 

I just love this school(3) Ours is such a totally caring 

school(3) 

His presence everywhere 

gives him credibility(2) 

A family atmosphere(4) Principal’s visibility and 

leadership(2) 

Truly understands team 

building(3) 

Welcoming(1) We could use more staff in 

order to service all of the 

students better (1) 

Open-mindedness is so 

helpful(2) 

An open, community-

oriented place(2) 

Our accent is on the 

positive(1) 

Inspires everyone to do best 

they can(2) 

A fabulous school!(1) A highly organized 

principal(1) 

A terrific problem solver(1) Team-oriented(3) Air conditioning would 

really help in hot weather 

because the kids lose their 

focus (2) 

Has created a family 

atmosphere(4) 

A busy place where people 

work for success every hour 

of every day(2) 

Everyone works together so 

well(4) 

Wonderful relationship with 

the community(3) 

Our school is like a 

family(4) 

A family atmosphere(4) 

So supportive of all 

worthwhile endeavors(2) 

A school where kids enjoy 

rigorous learning(2) 

Discipline code is fair and 

efficient and is enforced in a 

consistent manner (1) 

The Backpack Program is 

an example of his caring(2) 

Place with a close knit 

faculty (3) 

Parents are supportive, but 

could use even more (1) 

His ability to relate to 

everyone(2) 

School that has the best 

leadership(2) 

Teachers want to come here 

and to stay here(2) 

Necessary flexibility(1) Kids and parents love it 

here(3) 

More technology would be 

helpful(2) 

Has a total understanding of 

the kids and parents that 

really makes the school 

work so well(3) 

Great place to work(4) Faculty collaboration is 

outstanding(3) 

Came from a background 

that prepared him well(2) 

A very busy and positive 

place(3) 

Emphasis on best practices 

is a good guide(3) 
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     Summary 

While Mr. Aviola points to his instructional leadership as his strongest point and 

while his staff gives him highest praise for that quality as well as his support for and team 

building with the staff, I found that the passion with which he spoke about his 

Community Schools Room showed the most about the heart of this dedicated educator.  

When he explained to me the help that so many children had received due to donations 

given from this room, his voice had an unmistakable tone that reflected a person who was 

deeply moved by the impact these contributions to needy children have had.  His facial 

expressions reflected smiles as he thought about the joy children and their families, many 

of whom have lived in homeless shelters, have shown when being given a coat, a school 

uniform, a weekend backpack, or other necessities.  Then his visage would shift to one of 

profound sadness as he would tell of the very sad stories of children in need and how the 

task of meeting those needs is simply so overwhelming.  His interaction with me at the 

Community Schools Room, as well as during our tour of the campus on both my days 

there, illustrated that Mr. Aviola is a man who is deeply committed to his work.  That 

commitment, combined with instructional expertise, energy and visibility, and an ability 

to inspire people to work together for the common good have enabled the principal of 

Shaw Elementary to render exemplary leadership in a challenging urban public school 

setting. 
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    Betsy Ross High School 

             The Setting 

 The Betsy Ross High School is a very unique institution, for it is the only all 

female neighborhood high school in the state of Pennsylvania.  Located in the heart of 

North Philadelphia, Ross is a school with a student population that is 99% black, where 

one in five students requires special education assistance, and where 100% of the students 

qualify for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program.  With just under 500 students in this grade 

seven through twelve organization, Ross is a school known for its tight organization and 

its significant academic gains.  Despite being a school in a high poverty, high crime rate  

area of the city, Ross is listed among the district’s safest schools.  Moreover, in the past 

five years, the testing results have shown that its students have gone from 88% Below 

Basic in Reading and Mathematics to 25% Below Basic in those two content 

assessments, and Ross has consistently achieved AYP, including this past school year.  

Leading these efforts has been a team of two principals, and it is impossible to assess the 

exemplary leadership at Ross without referring to the work of both. 

 Mrs. Pamela M. Brown and Mrs. Jennifer Palmer have been a team at Ross for the 

past six years.  Mrs. Brown until a year ago had been the principal and Mrs. Palmer was 

her assistant principal and most trusted aid.  This changed when the city’s Superintendent 

of Schools contacted Mrs. Brown and persuaded this talented principal to leave her 

school to become the Associate Superintendent in charge of all of Philadelphia’s 57 

public high schools.  Mrs. Brown was selected for this post, one for which she did not 

apply, due to her reputation as being the city’s finest.  When Mrs. Brown was elevated to 

her new post, she chose her assistant, Mrs. Palmer, to be her replacement.  In this way,  
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Mrs. Brown planned for a smooth transition that would ensure that the good work that 

was going on at Ross would continue.  According to both the staff that was interviewed, 

as well as in the interview I conducted with Mrs. Brown in her Associate 

Superintendent’s office, the choice of Mrs. Palmer is yielding the results that were 

intended. 

 Mrs. Brown is a product of the North Philadelphia neighborhood that she served 

while principal of Ross.  She attended local public schools not far from Ross and still has 

family members who live near the school.  This affinity for the area seemed to fuel her 

special passion for the schools.  Many teachers told stories of Mrs. Brown’s interaction 

with girls around the campus.  She was able to empathize with their struggles; however, 

at the same time she was extremely demanding.  Mrs. Palmer recalled that her mentor 

was fond of saying, “Young lady, at Ross School we expect you to behave properly and 

to work hard,” when she would encounter a student who was not behaving exactly as 

Mrs. Brown thought the girl should.  Three different teachers recounted the same type of 

story to me and quoted their former principal as having made the same statement.  Mrs. 

Brown was perceived by students and teachers alike as a very demanding person. 

 Many teachers expressed to me that it was their opinion that the staff at Ross was 

the city’s hardest working.  This was due to the fact that Mrs. Brown was truly 

demanding.  She expected teachers to do whatever it took to help students, and she led 

the way by example working long hours and being visible all day long interacting with 

students and staff.  Mrs. Palmer has continued this leadership style by her presence 

throughout the building and by continuing to demand the best from the staff.  The fact  



 

 

125 

 

that Mrs. Palmer knew the whole student body so well from her years as assistant 

principal has been invaluable in the transition process.  Indeed, during the two days I 

spent at the school, Mrs. Palmer knew the name of every student we encountered 

together. 

 As Ross continues its excellent work in North Philadelphia, the biggest challenge 

it faces is something that unfortunately is beyond its control: the city’s budget.  Ross has 

a very young teaching staff; in fact, both of the school’s Teacher Coaches known as SBIS 

(School Based Instructional Support) in the district, have low seniority and are in danger 

of losing their positions at the end of the school year due to reductions in staff that are 

certain district wide.  These SBIS women have the primary responsibility for designing, 

implementing, and evaluating instruction, and from the accounts of Mrs. Brown and Mrs. 

Palmer, as well as what I witnessed and was told to me by other staff, they are doing an 

excellent job.  Yet, their jobs were likely to be lost, for the district planned to eliminate 

all SBIS positions, which is precisely what did happen in June, 2011.  In addition, several 

other excellent young teachers in the school may be lost due to budget cuts, and this 

effect both on morale during this year as well as its potential impact next year is 

profound.   

 

   Site Visit 

 As I engaged in my two visits to Ross, I was quite impressed both by what I 

witnessed in the classrooms as well as what I experienced around the campus at large.  In 

the classes, I saw students who were genuinely engaged in the instructional process and 

teachers who were well prepared and delivering their lessons in a professional manner. 
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As I moved from room to room, I noticed hallways and other areas where there were  

never any students unsupervised, and when the young ladies passed from class to class it 

was conducted in an orderly fashion.  Ross was obviously a school with a positive 

climate conducive to education and focused on personal relationships.  

 

    Notable Achievements  

 Ross offers three Advanced Placement courses: Calculus, United States History, 

and English.  It has career institutes and offers job shadowing, as well as a college-bound 

initiative. Its most significant achievement, though, is probably its college acceptance rate 

of 94%.  Overall, Ross is a school with a calm, inviting climate and a dynamic, successful 

program of achievement.  It is thus no surprise that when interviewing the staff and 

parents about the leadership of the school the comments were glowing. 

 

            Interviews 

 When staff and parents were asked to describe the style of the school’s leadership, 

the same basic theme was reiterated continually regardless if it was in reference to Mrs. 

Brown or Mrs. Palmer: high expectations.  Ross may be an urban public school in a 

challenging neighborhood, but for the leaders of this school there are no excuses for its  

young ladies not to succeed.  The school’s motto, “Learn Today, Lead Tomorrow,” is one 

that is impressed upon the students every day.  This focus on success begins with the 

day’s opening comments from the principal and is then reinforced through rigorous 

instruction in the classrooms. 
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   Betsy Ross High School 

Average # of years knowing the principal = 3 years 

Table #15 

DESCRIBE HER STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

High expectations (2) Knows the kids(4) Present principal was 

assistant to her predecessor-  

they are very much alike(4) 

Very direct(2) Consistency, always 

follows through(2) 

Predecessor was promoted 

as head of all high school 

principals (3) 

Open to new ideas (2) High expectations (2) Mentor/protégé relationship 

has allowed for a seamless 

transition (4) 

Highly visible (4) Visible (4) Both leaders are: 

-strong 

-committed to excellence 

-student-oriented 

-highly organized (3) 

Total focus on kids (4) Caring, compassionate(2) 

Excellent at delegation(1) Passion for the school(3) 

Quiet but forceful(1) Permits teachers to lead(3) 

Low key and reserved(1) Knowledge of best practices 

and research(3) 

Present principal compared 

to her predecessor is: 

-similar in most ways 

-less charismatic 

-stronger communicator(4) 

Fair but demanding(2) Complete focus on kids(4) 

Excellent team builder(4) Trains teachers- great 

professional 

development(3) 

Strong communicator(2) Demanding of teachers and 

kids in a way that causes 

everyone to do their very 

finest work(1) 

Truly exemplary leader(2) 

Professional, competent(2) Willingness to learn from 

her mentor has allowed the 

excellence of the school to 

continue(3) 

Most caring leaders I have 

known(4) 

Highly organized leadership 

helps so much in having a 

smooth running school(2) 

Respected by the 

students(4) 

Really respected(2) 

Truly attentive to details—

no detail is too small to pay 

attention to(3) 

Flexible(1) The most visible leader(3) 

Compassionate without 

being weak (1) 

Ability to multi-task(1) The model for a school 

leader(2) 
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Table # 16 

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE 

SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

School has become  a 

model of positive climate 

for the district(1) 

A bright spot in the lives of 

our students(3) 

Solid educational 

program(2) 

Seamless transition from 

previous principal has kept 

everything going in the 

right direction(4) 

Unique- all girls(3) Strong leadership(3) 

Knows the students so 

well(4) 

Place focused on 

achievement(3) 

More extra-curricular 

funding/activities would 

help, for the students would  

profit from these (3) 

Has the students’ respect(3) A student focused school(4) Achievement is stressed and 

attained(3) 

Has the support of the 

staff(3) 

School with very hard 

working teachers who get 

most from their students(2) 

Student focus is 

paramount(4) 

Excellent team builder(4) A very well run school(2) A highly motivated student 

body(2) 

Very organized- keeps 

school in order(2) 

Place with a family 

atmosphere(4) 

A very hard working 

teaching staff(3) 

Seriously cares for the 

students(4) 

A safe place(2) A genuine sense of direction 

for staff and students(1) 

Her personal touch with all 

the students(4) 

Committed school where 

students are loved(3) 

Very safe school(2) 

Able to clearly 

communicate her vision(2) 

High school with a clear 

vision(2) 

Place where students are 

loved(4) 

Understands the school’s 

needs(3) 

Where teachers meet high 

demands placed on them by 

the principal(3) 

Administration cares and is 

strong(3) 

High energy person(2) High expectations(3) Teamwork among faculty is 

excellent(4) 

Understands the culture of 

the school(3) 

A really good place(2) Funding uncertainty in the 

district always a 

challenge(1) 

Has high expectations for 

the students(3) 

Organized and effective 

school(2) 

More updated technology 

would help(2) 

A visionary leader(2) One of the city’s best(2) Simply a well run, effective 

school(2) 
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 The other most common themes expressed about the leadership were that both 

principals were highly visible, very organized, and totally focused on the students.  In 

fact, the most commonly stated attribute of each of the two principals was that they really 

know the students; they know who the young ladies are and they know relevant details 

about them too.  This has contributed to the students’ show of genuine respect for their  

principal, which has, in turn, contributed to the positive learning environment that allows 

teachers to impart instruction in order to meet high expectations.  Both principals were 

also cited for their strong knowledge of instructional techniques and research that has 

helped to guide solid programs of professional development for the staff. 

 The most difficult question to answer was the one that called for respondents to 

compare their principal with another.  This obviously was unique for Ross since two 

principals were examined in terms of their leadership’s impact.  It was clear that Mrs. 

Brown was the mentor and Mrs. Palmer the protégé, a relationship that both of them 

agreed was accurate.  Mrs. Palmer was credited with having learned well and doing an 

excellent job of maintaining the school’s high standard of leadership.  As a product of the 

Ross neighborhood, Mrs. Brown was viewed as more charismatic and naturally 

empathetic with the students, but Mrs. Palmer had worked closely with her predecessor 

and has been viewed by the young ladies with similar respect because of that association 

as well as due to her own passion. 

 When asked to describe the school, most teachers stressed the high standards and 

related necessary work ethic on their part.  Yet, none complained. On the contrary, their 

responses reflected a sense of pride in being a part of something special. Teachers felt 
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Ross is a fine school and a wonderful place to work; parents stated that they were pleased 

their daughters attended here. 

 

                   Summary 

 To summarize the school’s leadership, it can clearly be said that both staff and 

parents believe that it has been exemplary.  While the school was sad to lose the lead 

member of its administrative team, everyone there was quite proud of the fact that Mrs.  

Brown was selected to lead all the city’s high schools, and it was an honor that those 

interviewed unanimously agreed was well earned.  Likewise, the unanimous response 

was that Mrs. Palmer had learned well from her mentor and was continuing to lead Ross 

in the right direction.  The staff, parents, and students of Ross High School consider 

themselves to be part of a family, one that has been successfully directed by two fine 

principals.  Both leaders were seen as highly visible, passionate, supportive, and student 

oriented women.  Attention to detail and empowering staff to do their jobs has created an 

environment where teachers want to teach and students want to learn.  Ross will face 

significant challenges in the future due to district budget cuts, but with its current 

principal at the school’s helm and her mentor as the central office support person there is 

optimism that the school can continue to meet its high expectations. 

 

      Lenape High School 

            The Setting 

 The search for excellent urban leadership took me to Louisville, Kentucky for the 

final two schools that I would examine.  Due to the significant distance from my home--
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the journey round trip was approximately 1500 miles—I only made one full day visit, but 

it was sufficient to learn what was necessary about why these two schools were examples 

of exemplary leadership.  Indeed, each of the schools visited, Lenape High and Boone 

Elementary, was extraordinary.  I will begin by exploring the one I visited first: Lenape 

High School. 

 Lenape is a unique study, for while it is a neighborhood public school in a 

challenging urban setting that has a principal who has already received national accolades 

for his leadership; it has not yet shown significant gains for a sustained period of time.  

However, the fact that it is part of the federal School Improvement Grant, or SIG, 

program has resulted in the production of on-going data and analysis that is indicating 

that the school is headed in the right direction under the direction of its principal, Dr. 

Kevin Bray.  “The school has stepped up its focus on using data to pinpoint students’ 

weak points and to adjust instruction.  It even has a new name: the Academy @ Lenape.” 

( Klein, 2011). 

Formative assessment contain student performance results that are collected regularly 

and scrutinized daily by both the school’s teachers and the state’s education department 

team. These show that the school is doing much better and is on track to meet, and maybe 

exceed, the state’s expectations.  If so, Lenape stands to become an early success story 

for the $3.5 billion SIG.  Less than half the teachers are not new to the school, and they 

no longer feel that they are alone in pushing their students; there is a new commitment 

and sense of optimism in the school (Klein). 

 Lenape’s teachers and administration at this West Louisville school face a truly 

daunting task: to reverse the fortunes of one of the state’s lowest performing schools.  
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This school was identified as one of the ten worst performing in Kentucky.  In its quest to 

turn things around, the faculty has emphasized both the academic and personal by trying 

to be more passionate and motivating towards the students.  Also, the school is 

emphasizing literacy across the curriculum, with students reading novels in chemistry and 

grammar tips appearing even on the walls of algebra classrooms.  A “data wall” in an 

area only visible to teachers has note cards with faces and test scores of each Lenape 

student, something the principal believes is making a big difference in the instructional 

planning for each student (Aarons, 2010). 

 The transformation of this school actually began two years ago when Dr. Bray left 

his post as head of one of the city’s highest achieving middle schools to take over at 

Lenape.  When a school is declared to be a “turnaround model” in the SIG program, the 

principal is normally replaced, but Dr. Bray got an endorsement from both the district 

Superintendent and a team of state auditors.  Lenape has 87% of its students come from 

areas with high concentrations of poverty and low levels of parent education, and its 

principal was seen as the type of leader who can lead in conditions like these due to his 

inspiration and creativity (Klein). 

 Part of the creativity of the principal has been to work hard with the district to try 

to attract a broader socioeconomic mix of students by beefing up the engineering and  

aerospace magnet programs at the school.  One very positive step in this direction was the 

effort, led by the principal, to secure funding to become, according to Bray, one of the 

three recently awarded Challenger grants in the country.  In the fall, 2010 the new 

Challenger Learning Center opened on campus, complete with a mock mission-control 

room and a model spaceship that looks like something right out of a “Star Wars” set. 
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Students from around the district and beyond can take part in simulated space-shuttle 

missions.  It is the vision of the principal that elementary students who come to Lenape to 

take part in such exciting activities will be drawn to enroll at the high school in the future 

(Klein).  It was an initiative such as this as well as the general reputation of Lenape’s 

commitment to improve that led me to the school. 

 

             Site Visit 

 When I arrived at Lenape’s campus, I knew I was not at a high school where 

everything was going to be traditional, for it’s the first time I ever parked my car and 

walked past small airplanes parked in an adjacent lot of the school.  I would soon learn 

why they were there.  The building was constructed in the 1920’s and I was immediately 

struck not only by its lovely architecture but also by its extraordinary cleanliness and 

brightness inside.  The principal explained to me that the appearance of the school was of 

extreme importance to him, and since he had arrived the inside had been entirely 

repainted, much of it through volunteer efforts.  He related that when he arrived, the 

facility was in a poor condition, and he made its renovation a top priority.  Teachers 

actually painted their own rooms; he had scores of college banners donated to adorn the 

hallways; all the lockers were refinished professionally; new furniture was purchased for 

the classrooms.  The bottom line is this: a building that is over 80 years old looks new  

and attractive.   

 My initial experience with the principal when I arrived was to watch him in an 

assembly program for ninth and tenth grade students.  The program was run by two 

teachers whom he had installed as team leaders, and they did an excellent job.  To close 
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the program, the principal took the microphone to address the assembled students and 

teachers.  He was complimentary and enthusiastic as he spoke from the heart without use 

of notes.  His presentation was dynamic and had a true tone of sincerity to it, and what 

was most impressive was the way in which he was received by the students.  He had their 

total attention, and when he dismissed them they departed in an orderly manner. During 

that dismissal, he made it a pint to interact with some of the students, and it was apparent 

that he had a fine rapport with them and that he also knew the name of every student he 

saw. 

 Later in the day I was invited to sit in on a leadership meeting that he conducted, 

this time with only staff present.  As he reviewed lists of students with the staff in 

attendance, it was clear that he knew who every student was, and he often injected 

anecdotal comments that showed that he knew details about each of them as well.  His 

knowledge of and concern for his students was evident throughout the day, for he 

continually interacted with students on a personal basis; moreover, his leadership was 

shown to be strong as well, for there was total order throughout the entire building, 

including, of course, all classrooms, for the entire day. 

 As stated previously, the principal hopes to attract some higher socioeconomic 

students to his school through various initiatives.  The school is well integrated with  

white students accounting for just over three/fifths of the population and black students 

encompassing the rest. While the school is racially diverse, though, it is not diverse 

socioeconomically with nearly 90% being on the Free/Reduced Lunch Program.  One in 

four students receive special education services, but the fact that the school is still 

small—just under 500 students are enrolled—allows for more of a personal touch and 
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may help to account for the average daily attendance rate just under 90%, which is quite 

high for an urban high school.  The most famous initiative is the Challenger Learning 

Center, and I truly found it to be fascinating; however, the Navy JROTC, Aviation Flight 

Program, and Aviation Maintenance Lab Program are equally as impressive. 

 

    Notable Achievements 

 The JROTC is a new priority for the principal and he enjoys the structure and 

discipline it helps to add to the organization.  The Aviation Flight Program is an 

extraordinary learning opportunity where up to thirty students can learn how to fly in the 

Microsoft Flight Simulation classroom.  Student learning in this lab is so realistic that 

actual flight hours can be attained for training done there.  In the fall, 2010, the principal 

accompanied two tenth graders to the nearby airport for their maiden flight in a single 

engine four seat plane.  Each tenth grader took a turn actually flying a plane with an 

instructor never actually doing anything other than watching and advising—and with a 

principal doing nothing but watching in amazement.  Two urban teens who had never 

been behind the wheel of an automobile flew an airplane with their principal on board.  

Students can actually attain their pilot’s license upon graduation through this program.  

This is one of the reasons that the airplanes are in the parking lot, so that students can sit 

in them and get the “feel” of those planes before flying.  The other reason is the 

Maintenance Lab. 

 This Lab is located in a large basement area of the building and is part of a 

partnership that has been established with the Jefferson Community and Technical 

College.  What is now taking place is that Lenape graduates can take up to 24 credits 
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while still in high school and  then can enroll in the JCTC program and after two years be 

trained as jet mechanics.  Since UPS has its hub in Louisville, that company has 

guaranteed jobs to graduates of this program, positions that begin at $50,000/year.  

Students also get some hands on training with the planes parked outside the school. 

 Dr. Bray’s commitment to positive change is part of what I perceived to be a very 

innovative leader.  He is a highly organized person who prides himself on running a 

highly organized school.  Indeed, his school is actually part of a larger organization on 

this site.  There is as mentioned the Community College Program, but there is also an 

Immigrant Center as well as a Pre-School Center; all of these combine to form a true 

center of learning and service for the community.  Dr. Bray is Center Manager overseeing 

the budgets for the entire building in addition to his duties as the high school principal.  

In terms of organization, it should be noted that his first significant action as principal 

was to divide the high school into two units: Grades 9/10 and Grades 11/12.  He said that 

the students resisted at first, but they now enjoy the personal attention the school-within-

a-school concept has been designed to provide. 

Interviews 

When asked to describe Dr. Bray’s style, it was, then, not surprising to hear 

remarks like “organizational genius,” “incredibly organized,” and the like.  Yet, he was 

also described as being a laid-back, reflective, calm leader.  He was also continually  

praised for his innovation and creativity, as well as for his ability to build effective teams 

among the staff. 

 When asked to assess the principal’s greatest strengths, qualities relating to his 

professional commitment and intellectual style were prominent.  He was pictured as  
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        Lenape High School 

    Average # of years knowing the principal = 3 

Table #17 

DESCRIBE HIS STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Always seeks to do best 

thing for students(2) 

His creativity(3) Previous principals don’t 

compare to him(2) 

A “cowboy”…innovative 

and creative(1) 

Concern for student 

achievement(3) 

He is more visible and 

hands-on(3) 

“out of the box” thinker(2) Caring attitude that rubs off 

on teachers(3) 

Best team builder(4) 

Not a micro-manager(3) Highly supportive(3) Most organized educator I 

have known(1) 

Quiet but forceful(2) A great motivator, 

especially of the staff(3) 

Has the greatest vision(3) 

Laid back, relaxed leader 

who is good to work for(2) 

Uses people’s strengths(1) By far the most 

innovative(2) 

Strong on motivation both 

with staff and students(2) 

True visionary(2) Most like a role model(1) 

Very democratic(2) Highly practical and 

organized(1) 

Understands the students 

the best(2) 

Team builder(4) True team builder(4) Deep passion for reaching 

success(2) 

Intelligent, thoughtful leader 

who inspires the staff(2) 

Understands the future(1) Most supportive(3) 

Leads by example(2) A tremendous planner who 

looks at all details(3) 

True attention to details(3) 

Lets people take 

ownership(3) 

Running a safe, organized, 

innovative organization 

that achieves(2) 

Most respected by the 

kids(2) 

Very organized(3) Excellent multi-tasker(2) Finest at empowering his 

staff to do their best(3) 

Not afraid to take chances(2) Very intelligent, articulate 

leader(2) 

Seems totally committed to 

this school(2) 

Student focused(3) Visible and involved(3) Has the best plan of any 

leader in recent years(2) 
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Table #18 

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

Outstanding team builder(4) We are a  truly amazing 

success story and are really 

proud(2) 

Innovative, strong 

leadership(2) 

His innovation is leading 

positive change(2) 

Place that is making 

strides(2) 

Place is now clean and 

inviting—it looks like a 

new school(2) 

Has a good understanding 

of the community(2) 

Student-focused place(3) So much positive change- 

hard to think of more(1) 

Focused on school 

improvement(1) 

Active, organized school(1) Faculty’s desire to succeed 

is strong(2) 

He truly cares for every 

aspect of the school(3) 

Structured, safe(1) Everyone now seems 

happy(2) 

Has motivated the staff(3) Hard working staff(2) District’s support needs to 

be stronger(2) 

Sees the school as his labor 

of love(2) 

Strong sense of 

teamwork(4) 

Tremendous spirit of 

togetherness exists(3) 

Not easily discouraged-

stays on task and works 

hard(1) 

“up and coming”(1) Very caring people(3) 

Open to new ideas(2) A great place(2) Resources that 

administration has gained 

have truly helped our 

progress(3) 

Willing to listen and 

experiment(2) 

Mislabeled by its past(3) Image from the past has 

been hard to shed(3) 

Easy to follow because of 

his style and attitude that 

helps us do our job(3) 

Like my home(2) Staff is committed to 

change(3) 

Has recruited good 

people(2) 

Place that has really 

changed(3) 

Administration is caring 

and effective(4) 

Already made some great 

improvements(2) 

Family atmosphere(3) A terrific family now exists 

at the school(3) 

Knows “where he is 

going”(1) 

Now a place where kids 

want to come to school and 

can learn(3) 

There is great mutual 

support(3) 

Just a complete leader(2) Innovative and exciting(2) Principal’s visible 

leadership sets a tone that 

everyone thinks will lead to 

excellence(3) 
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being a highly intelligent, creative, and daring visionary. Dr. Bray was also highly 

praised for his supportive measures for the staff, for his organizational skills, and for his 

commitment to the students and to the organization as a whole.  Since the school has 

struggled for years and since Dr. Bray has now been viewed as the leader who is finally 

turning the school around, it is not surprising that he was seen as the best principal the 

school has had in recent years and that he is the right leader for the challenging job that 

lies ahead to greatly improve this high school. 

 

     Summary 

 When assessing the school at the present time and also focusing on its greatest 

strengths, those interviewed repeatedly spoke of the new spirit and vision for the school 

as well as the important role in this rebuilding plan that the principal has been playing.  

Lenape may have been a school where achievement was low, according to those 

interviewed, but now it is a school headed in the right direction.  The staff is proud of 

what is happening now at Lenape and is supportive of what is perceived to be the 

outstanding leadership of its principal.  The school’s appearance has been transformed, 

resources have been greatly enhanced, teamwork has begun to flourish, and the overall 

climate and organization of the school has become totally positive.  Optimism now reigns 

at Lenape, and there is cause to believe that Dr. Bray and his staff will be able to work 

together to reach their goals. 
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    Daniel Boone Academy for Excellence Elementary School 

   The Setting and Notable Achievements 

 There is an old cliché that speaks of “saving the best for last.”  It is entirely 

possible that that is precisely what I did in terms of the visits to the ten schools for my 

research on exemplary urban public school leadership.  The final school that I visited was 

Boone Academy for Excellence in Louisville, Kentucky.  When Dr. Michael Frazer was 

assigned to the school five years ago, it was the lowest performing elementary school in  

the state of Kentucky; now it is on the list of model schools.  On the very day that I spent 

at Boone, Dr. Frazer formally announced that he would be leaving Boone at the end of 

this school year; he had been asked to take a new position as the Associate Commissioner 

for Turnaround Schools in Kentucky.  Thus, starting next year, this leader who had so 

successfully turned around Boone will be in charge of trying to help do the same for all 

such schools in the state.  My last school visit to study exemplary leadership would be 

spent with a principal who has been recognized as being a shining example. 

 Boone is a K-5 elementary school located in a very poor neighborhood in 

Louisville.  The average family income for Boone students is a mere $12,500 per year; 

thus, if the average family income for the school were doubled, they would still be below 

the poverty line.  Not surprisingly, 100% of Boone students qualify for the Free/Reduced 

Lunch program.  The school’s population is a near a 50-50 split with half the students 

being white and half black.  Almost 100 of the school’s approximately 400 students 

qualify for Special Education services.  The first year that Dr. Frazer served as principal 

at Boone, there were 256 suspensions; as of May, 2011 the total for the 2010-‘11 school 

year was 13.  Average daily attendance for students was an exceptional 98%, and many  
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of the school’s 36 teachers have perfect attendance for the year. 

 When Dr. Frazer reports to a post to lead Turnaround Schools for the state, he will 

be returning to the type of work he did before becoming principal at Boone.  Prior to his 

position here, he worked as an adviser to Turnaround Schools, so his work at Boone was 

an opportunity to put into practice some of the concepts he had been advocating 

previously. 

 

     Site Visit 

 As I pulled into the parking lot the morning of my visit, I was able to quickly see 

why the average income level of the Boone families was so low.  Many of the run-down 

houses across the street were abandoned and boarded shut.  Litter was strewn on many of 

the nearby streets; poverty was visible all around me.  Yet, I hadn’t even entered the 

building before I began to learn of the esteem with which Dr. Frazer was held at Boone.  I 

had a conversation with a parent who told me that her nephew had entered Boone this 

year after going to a Christian school and how he had been so fearful of going to a local 

public school.  She related, however, that her nephew “loved” Dr. Frazer and that, as a 

result, he had come to feel totally comfortable at Boone.  This parent explained that she 

had convinced her nephew’s mother to let the child come to Boone, for her two children 

both attended here and they also “adore” Dr. Frazer.  She closed her conversation with 

me by saying of Dr. Frazer, “He’s the best!” 

 After meeting Dr. Frazer and having him explain his new state role to me, I got to 

watch him perform his daily opening ritual with the students.  It was truly a joy to behold. 



 

 

142 

 

From 8:45 to 9:15 AM each morning, the principal assembles all of the students and 

teachers in the large gymnasium area where he motivates them to do their best throughout 

the day.  To say that his leadership ability in this role was exemplary would be, in my 

opinion, an understatement.  Dr. Frazer opened his group time by simply moving 

throughout the room and briefly socializing with students and staff; there was an obvious 

positive rapport between the principal and everyone he greeted, and he knew each child 

by name.  When he took the microphone at the stage area of the gymnasium, he called the 

assembly to order by having all those in the room raise their left hand to show they were 

focused on him.  He was very demanding as he said, “Knees and nose towards me.”  He 

expected and received everyone’s full attention. 

 Since 9 AM is the official starting time it was then that Dr. Frazer conducted a 

brief Book Share where he interviewed two second graders in front of the assembly to do 

a review of a book they had just read.  There was complete attention to these girls and the 

principal throughout this brief time of sharing, an indication of the level of authority that 

the principal had.  Immediately following was the morning Community Meeting, which 

actually sounded like a full school pep rally.  At one point he told the group that they 

should have persistence, so he told the assembly to say “persistence” together.  To 

explain what this word means, he had many teachers send forward a student from their 

class who had shown persistence, and then he had each one briefly speak into the 

microphone to tell how he/she had shown persistence, and Dr. Frazer had the assembly 

applaud each one in turn.  When he was finished, he shouted to the assembly, “The brain 

is like a …”, and all of the students shouted back, “muscle.”  After which, he said, “The 



 

 

143 

 

more you use it…”, and they replied, “the stronger it gets.”  He reminded the kids that 

they are not born smart, they get smart through hard work, and he reminded them that  

they should expect to work hard each day at Boone.   

 At this point in the assembly, I was able to witness a singular event: he formally 

announced to the assembly about his leaving Boone.  Many already knew, but some did 

not and he had not officially told everyone previously, so it was a poignant moment.  It 

was also one that he handled so well.  He told the kids how much he loved them and how 

proud of them he was; he hated to leave them but he was needed to help many more 

children.  He also assured them that a wonderful new leader would be selected to follow 

him and that he would “be checking on them in my new job.”  He closed by asking each 

grade what year they were going to college, and all the children, from kindergarten 

through five, replied in unison the year they would be doing so.  It was a routine he had 

obviously used with them often before.  The final event in this assembly took place when 

a fifth grade student, who was the school president, had all rise and place their hands on 

their hearts as she then led them in the Pledge of Allegiance.  After that, all filed out 

orderly to their classes. 

 During this dismissal time, I was able to briefly speak with two teachers who 

assured me that this was what Dr. Frazer did every morning and that his ability to set a 

positive tone at the day’s outset was “simply amazing.”  I also was able to quickly ask 

three departing fifth graders if they knew where they wanted to attend college, and each 

one gave her own targeted university to attend.  Then following the dismissal I was 

permitted to sit in on the principal’s meeting with several parents who were able to attend 
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to hear about Dr. Frazer’s new position directly from him.  It was in this meeting, though, 

that I learned much of what has driven this extraordinary school leader. 

Dr. Frazer shared with the parents that as a child he had come from a homeless 

family and that in his elementary days as a student he once attended five different schools 

in one year.  He also had a speech impediment that had required him to receive special 

instruction, and he ultimately became the first person in his family to attend college.  He 

let them know that this helped him to empathize with the Boone children, and it is why he 

will continue to do all he can on behalf of kids in failing schools in the years ahead.  He 

reminded them that Boone had been in the neighborhood for 100 years and that he 

renamed it the Daniel Boone Academy for Excellence on his arrival so a whole new spirit 

and focus could be established.  He assured them that the school would continue to excel 

when he departs. 

 Dr. Frazer’s optimism about the future of Boone Academy for Excellence was not 

just rhetoric, for the school now has six National Board Certified teachers and will have 

an additional five who qualify next year.  Thus, nearly one-third of the staff will have 

attained this very impressive status and will continue to form the nucleus of an 

outstanding teaching corps.  Moreover, given the influence he will have as a state 

Associate Commissioner, he plans to personally participate in the selection of his 

replacement. 

 Having the opportunity to explore the entire school for the rest of the day, much 

of the time in the company of the principal himself, and to interact with many staff 

members proved to be a most gratifying experience.  Dr. Frazer knew every child by 
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name, and he moved about the building throughout the day.  I learned that often at lunch 

time, he will sit with students and discuss subject matter with them while they eat  

together.  He exhibited a genuine pride in what his kids and teachers have accomplished 

at Boone.  As part of that, he pointed to examples of student work that were displayed 

seemingly everywhere throughout the facility.  There were even examples of student 

work as well as motivational posters in the bathrooms.  At hallway intersections there 

were directional signs telling which way different colleges were located, as well as telling 

how many miles away each one was.  It was from reading these signs that I learned where 

the three girls I spoke with after the assembly had come know about their college choices. 

 In every class every teacher was instructing in a professional and often creative 

way.  Every student in every class was totally focused on the instruction and interacting 

enthusiastically and with appropriate manners.  In my opinion, there was exceptional 

instruction being offered in every class.  All the rooms were adorned with student work 

and were pleasing to behold; there were no teachers absent, and the comfort level 

between them and their principal was obviously quite high, for good natured conversation 

was present in every interaction I saw between Dr. Frazer and staff members.  A genuine 

positive family atmosphere was evident. 

 While it is true that Dr. Frazer is a dynamic leader who has generated a truly 

positive climate within the school, it must be noted that his primary focus is on student 

achievement, and nowhere was this more apparent than at the Data Board, which is the 

heart of the instructional planning done by the principal and the staff.  I had the 

opportunity to attend an afternoon meeting in the conference room where the Data 
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Boardwas located, a meeting that was attended by Dr. Frazer and seven of his staff who 

he called his instructional leaders. 

The Data Board is where the instructional progress of the school’s 400 students is 

monitored.  It is contained along an entire wall of a very large room that has been 

converted for use for teachers’ meetings.  Each student’s picture appears on a progress 

report and contains any special needs for each boy or girl.  In addition, there are tags that 

are stuck onto many of the reports that indicate updates for students who are receiving 

particular attention.  Indeed, in the meeting with the principal and the seven teachers a 

variety of student concerns and needs were discussed, e.g., kids who need glasses, family 

problems, and reading strategies.  The result of meetings such as this one as well as the 

Data Board itself is the development and monitoring of strategies to assure that each

 student’s progress is maximized.  During the meeting it was obvious that all in 

attendance were extremely familiar with each individual student, and the tone of the 

discussions about the students was very analytical yet passionate as well.  Many students 

were discussed individually, and an updated concrete, collaborative plan was quickly 

reached for each one.  Throughout the entire meeting, Dr. Frazer was clearly the leader. 

  Interviews 

 Following the meeting, the principal and I were able to share some time 

alone, and it was during that discussion that he emphatically stated to me that there were 

no “throw away children” at his school.  Specifically, for him and his staff it didn’t matter 

what a student’s personal obstacles might be at home, each student can and must receive 

a quality education; no excuses would be acceptable.  It was my opinion that he truly 

   



 

 

147 

 

     Boone Elementary School 

       Average # of years knowing the principal = 5 

Table #19 

DESCRIBE HIS STYLE GREATEST 

STRENGTHS 

COMPARE TO 

ANOTHER 

PRINCIPAL(S) 

Hard to label(1) Ability to build an 

incredible team(4) 

No one really compares to 

him(4) 

An instructional coach(2) Love of the kids(4) Most caring person 

imaginable(3) 

Ultimate team builder(4) His passion/caring(4) He has to be the best leader 

anywhere(5) 

Awesome(1) Kids and parents all know 

him and respect him and 

love having him as their 

principal(3) 

Most visible by far(5) 

Totally caring and 

committed leader(4) 

Focus on learning(3) Created a safe school(2) 

Completely visible and 

dynamic(4) 

Total visibility(5) Best team builder ever(5) 

Leads by example(5) Has a complete belief in his 

staff(2) 

Most dynamic(3) 

Simply wonderful(2) Leadership by example(4) Most innovative leader I 

have ever seen(2) 

Kid-focused and 

achievement oriented(4) 

Super-supportive 

individual…loves and 

reassures everyone(3) 

Most personable and sincere 

Just a model principal Strong leader who believes 

in discipline, yet does so 

with compassion 

Easily the most 

passionate(2) 

A dynamo(1) Will not accept failure(2) Strongest leader I have ever 

known(2) 

Loving, caring, 

supportive(3) 

Sees the big picture and 

plans accordingly(1) 

Hard to think of anyone 

who could do as well as he 

has done in leading this 

school(3) 

Focused on instruction(3) A truly fabulous 

instructional leader(3) 

Most kid focused(4) 

Attention to every detail yet 

he is definitely  not a 

micro-manager(3) 

Ultimate teacher himself(4) The very best at leading by 

example(3) 

Totally passionate(2) Creative yet knowledge 

based(1) 

He has to be city’s finest 

principal(3) 
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Table #20 

WHY IS THE 

PRINCIPAL A GOOD 

FIT FOR THE 

SCHOOL? 

HOW WOULD YOU 

DESCRIBE YOUR 

SCHOOL? 

SCHOOL’S GREATEST 

STRENGTHS- 

ANYTHING TO 

CHANGE? 

He is the school(2) Warmest place 

imaginable(2) 

Most team-oriented place 

imaginable(4) 

He is the perfect fit(3) An amazing success story 

for all to see(2) 

Best leadership anywhere(4) 

He knows everyone(4) Most caring school 

anywhere(4) 

Caring by principal and 

staff is awesome(3) 

His background lets him 

understand our kids(5) 

A true family(5) More support from district 

would help(2) 

No one else would have his 

passion(3) 

Just a great place(2) Number one strength is the 

principal(3) 

He knows the community 

so well(3) 

Where kids come first(4) Family atmosphere is 

tremendous(3) 

He has built a great team(4) Product of incredible 

leadership(2) 

Perceptions of us because 

kids are poor is wrong(1) 

He relates to kids in 

poverty(4) 

Comfortable place yet super 

busy(1) 

Could use a longer school 

day and school year that 

would  help kids in so many 

ways(1) 

He wants every kid to 

learn(3) 

Totally organized and 

structured(2) 

Staff never gives up trying 

to do what is best to have 

the kids succeed(3) 

He has empathy for the 

children(2) 

Place where kids achieve(3) School with unconditional 

love for kids(2) 

He is the ultimate organizer 

who has every aspect of the 

school organized(2) 

Good things go on here(2) Only the best is accepted(2) 

Has built the school to what 

it is(3) 

We are really like a 

family(4) 

Organization is awesome(1) 

Inspiration for the school(2) Truly, this is  a wonderful 

school(3) 

A truly safe haven for 

kids(2) 

No one could do it as 

well(3) 

Achievement-centered 

place for kids(3) 

Teamwork and leadership 

are tops(3) 

He leads by example(4) Best an elementary school 

can be(2) 

Student motivation is 

outstanding(2) 
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believed this and that this passion that was the driving force behind the school’s amazing 

success. 

 The comments of those interviewed concerning Dr. Frazer were predictably  

glowing.  He was described as a totally committed, dynamic, sincere, supportive model 

educator, and those words were used continually to summarize his impact on Boone and 

its children and their families.  His ability to lead by example was restated the most often, 

and several teachers told me of the special day he has once a year to show his 

appreciation of the staff.  It’s near the middle of the school year when Dr. Frazer brings 

in a wonderful luncheon spread for the entire staff and has them spend over an hour 

eating and socializing while he takes the entire student body into the gymnasium and 

teaches all of the children a lesson by himself.  By their accounts, every student follows 

his instruction and his teaching is exemplary.   

 

     Summary 

 Cited for being the ultimate teacher himself, a fabulous instructional leader, and a 

totally supportive leader, Dr. Frazer was obviously revered by all the members of the 

Boone family.  It was said by a few that “no one compares to him” and that “he is Boone 

Elementary School.”  In my closing conversation with him, I related the derivation of the 

word “principal” to Dr. Frazer, and I was a bit surprised that he had not known it.  I 

explained how early American schools had only one or a few teachers, and that when 

they began to grow a “principal teacher” was needed to be in charge of certain 

administrative duties.  Then, as time advanced, eventually the “principal teacher” no 

longer taught, and today we speak only of the “principal.”  I told him that I felt he was 
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truly the embodiment of the term “principal teacher” and he sincerely thanked me for the 

compliment.  This component of his work, though, is only part of the totality of his role at 

Boone, where it is my opinion that Dr. Frazer has served as an exemplary public school 

leader in a challenging urban setting. 

 Having examined ten exemplary leaders in challenging urban public school 

settings, I then proceeded to reach my conclusions, implications, and recommendations.  

This included selecting the ten emerging themes that marked the similarities among these 

principals in terms of their leadership.  
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 Chapter V 

       Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 

 The well known educational researcher from the University of California’s New 

Teacher Center, Eric Hirsch, states in his working conditions survey for the Fairfax, 

Virginia County Public Schools (2010), “School improvement is not possible without 

skilled knowledgeable leadership that is responsive to the needs of all teachers and 

students.” Hirsch goes on to state that leadership is second only to classroom instruction 

among all factors that contribute to what students learn at school.  He further adds that 

“an administrator’s leadership style, communication skills, and supportive behaviors 

influence teacher recruitment and retention” (2010). 

 Hirsch’s research illustrates the essential role that leadership plays in the success 

or failure of schools.  In this dissertation the focus has been on learning precisely how 

that leadership role has an impact on a segment of America’s educational network that is 

often viewed as underperforming: public schools that are located in challenging urban 

settings.  In such schools the challenges facing leaders are complex and difficult, and 

when principals are able to meet those challenges by rendering exemplary leadership, 

their schools are able to excel, a fact clearly illustrated in this research. 

Based on the Data Analysis in Chapter IV, a set of characteristics have become 

evident that are similar among the leaders who were examined in detail.  Throughout that 

entire chapter, an effort was made to examine the success of the ten neighborhood public 

schools that were selected and to focus on the leader of each one and the profound impact 

each had on their respective school’s success.  In so doing, many observations about each 

school were made and qualities and practices of each leader were explained.  At the close 
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of the report on each school, a summary was given that highlighted major contributions 

of each principal’s leadership and why it was such an essential component for success. 

Two tables were included for each school in order to summarize the dominant responses 

that were made about each leader, and these offer a clear view as to how each principal 

was perceived. 

The result of all of the data collected in Chapter IV is that a conclusion can be 

reached as to common qualities that have gone into making the ten principals such   

exemplary leaders.  In total, there are ten emerging themes that have been selected, and 

these will now be explained. These ten qualities represent the analysis of all of the data 

that have been gathered as they form a guideline for defining leadership practices for 

exemplary leaders in challenging urban public school settings. It should be noted that 

these ten emerging themes are not presented according to their level of importance. 

 

        Emerging Themes: Leadership: Ten Principles for Principals 

               Theme One: Passion  

  

It is obvious from reading the account of each school that in every instance the 

principal is an individual who truly seems to care about his/her school as well as the 

responsibilities and opportunities of leadership.  The statement can be made that for all 

ten of these principals, their role is not merely a j-o-b; it is definitely a j-o-y.  During the 

site visits and interviews, the passion for the position was constantly evident both through 

direct observation and also through interaction with others from the school community.  



 

 

153 

 

While each displayed an obvious passion for the work to be done, it manifested itself in a 

variety of ways.   

At Betsy Ross High, Mrs. Brown rose to the principal’s position from her 

background growing up in that neighborhood, and it was continually noted by those 

interviewed that she had a special feeling for her neighborhood school.  Ross was an 

important piece of where she had lived and her passion for serving its students and the 

community was a logical extension.  Dr. Hiscott, on the other hand, has never lived in the 

community where she served as principal of Penn Elementary.  Yet, after serving there 

for over a decade and immersing herself within the school and its community, she had 

become an integral part of that small society.  Meanwhile, Dr. Frazer at the Boone 

Academy for Excellence was viewed by all who were interviewed as a person who had a 

complete passion for his job.  Dr. Frazer’s enthusiasm and caring were constantly 

apparent, and the sincerity of what he viewed as a calling to serve his school and its 

community was obvious. 

This passion to work, lead, and serve is an attribute that is invaluable for these 

leaders.  Leading schools in challenging settings is a difficult role, and when the leader is 

obviously committed to the task and exudes an attitude that is caring, optimistic, and 

sincere, that task of having the school succeed through effective leadership is more likely 

to occur.  In each school, all members of the school community felt positively about the 

passion shown by their principal, and this was an important step for leading in the right 

direction.  At each school the teachers expressed overwhelming sentiment that their 

leader was a person who truly cared about them and the school as a whole, and it made 

their work a pleasing situation.  Many parents were interviewed, and almost every one of 
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them made it a point to state how much they appreciated their principal’s caring about 

their children and their school.  Likewise, the students continually demonstrated a truly 

positive attitude toward their principal that was reflective of the love that they felt from 

the one who was leading their school.  Last, but not least, direct interviews with each 

principal yielded the type of comments and the sense of committed passion that showed 

how much each cared.  Overall, there is no doubt that this passion for the position was 

evident and can be considered as a definite attribute for urban school leaders. 

 

          Theme Two: MBWA 

At each of the ten schools that were visited the same thing could be said about the 

principal’s office: it was a place where the principal would most likely not be found.  

These urban leaders spent most of their days in classrooms, hallways, cafeterias, 

bathrooms, playgrounds, gymnasiums, and any other location where their students might 

be engaged in activities.  This is because each leader practiced the principle of MBWA 

(Management by Walking Around) as a staple of his/her leadership style. 

At the Baldwin Elementary School the statement that was made about the 

prospect of touring the building with principal, Dale Moritz, is that anyone doing so had 

better wear roller skates.  This was in actuality not much of an exaggeration.  Mr. Moritz 

seemed like a man in perpetual motion gliding from room to room and throughout the 

hallways for hours.  Perhaps even more important than his doing this, however, was the 

fact that he genuinely seemed to enjoy doing it.  On both visits to the school Mr. Moritz 

was the same continually moving person, a man determined to get into every room every 
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day, and more than once at that, to see firsthand that instruction was taking place in the 

classrooms and that order was being maintained throughout the building. 

At the Lincoln Elementary School the principal, Mrs. Diane Boyer, might not 

have been as fast on her feet as Mr. Moritz but she was no less visible.  The fact that the 

weather outside was extremely cold did not prevent her from being outside her building 

at the beginning and end of the day to greet and dismiss her children.  Inside the building, 

she also made her way into every room, a routine that she has followed on a daily basis 

for many years.  The teachers and children expect to see her continually, and it is thus no 

surprise when that is precisely what transpires.  The boys and girls are totally accustomed 

to her presence, and they react with full respect; they all know who she is. 

At the Truman Elementary School Mr. George Hayman conducts his daily routine 

just as his principal counterparts at Baldwin and Lincoln do: he goes throughout his 

building continually.  His style is a bit different from Moritz and Boyer.  Whereas Moritz 

is very fast moving, Boyer is more deliberate; both of them are very business-like. 

Hayman, on the other hand, proceeds throughout the building more slowly than Moritz 

and more rapidly than Boyer, and he does so in a more relaxed fashion and is very likely 

to tell jokes and funny stories to children and teachers as he goes about.  Yet, while each 

has his/her own style when utilizing MBWA, the fact is that all three do practice it fully 

and effectively.  Indeed, they share this principle in common with all ten of the principals 

described in the Data Analysis chapter.  It was obvious at each school that every student 

and every teacher knew the principal well, for the leader was continually throughout the 

building and the campus to be certain that the school was operating in the most effective 
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way possible.  It is no wonder that so many of the teachers interviewed stated that an 

outstanding attribute of their principal was their leader’s presence throughout the school. 

 

  Theme Three: Not a Micro-Manager 

A continual theme that emerged among the teachers during their interviews was 

that they truly appreciated the fact that their principal allowed them to do their jobs free 

from micro-managing.  The leaders were cited as individuals who placed members of 

their staffs into various positions, gave clear directions as to what was expected, and 

supported and evaluated as necessary; however, in terms of doing their jobs, the staff felt 

as though they were empowered to do what they were supposed to do without someone 

constantly “looking over their shoulder.”  The ten principals were all lauded for having 

enough trust in the people that had been placed into positions of responsibility to let those 

staff members have the freedom to work with a proper degree of autonomy. 

At the Brooks Middle School in the Bronx Dr. Lois Peterson was extremely gifted 

in assigning roles to members of her staff and then giving them the freedom to just do 

their jobs.  She engaged in regular small group meetings with her assistant principals and 

teachers to let them know what she expected from them, and then she would figuratively 

step aside so that they could do those jobs.  A significant example of this leadership style 

was shown in an assignment she gave to one of her assistant principals.  Dr. Peterson 

wrote a grant that enabled the school to get a great deal of technology, most of it 

connected to interactive whiteboards.  Since she needed someone to manage this 

technology, she assigned her assistant principal, who proceeded to organize all the 

necessary steps to get the technology into each room, to train the staff, and to provide 
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necessary support.  Everything Dr. Peterson wanted in terms of effectively using the 

technology her grant had brought to her school was accomplished, and it happened 

simply by her giving someone she selected the responsibility and accompanying freedom 

to do it. 

At the Lenape High School, Dr. Kevin Bray was hailed as a master of delegating 

and permitting autonomy by his staff during the interviews with them.  Dr. Bray planned 

a schedule of small meetings for each week where he would meet with various staff 

members to review responsibilities for them.  Meetings were designed to be a cooperative 

effort, not just top-down directed.  The expected end result of each such meeting was the 

same: everyone should depart understanding what his/her responsibility is; moreover, it 

would likely not be until the next meeting that a progress evaluation would take place.  

Between the time of those two meetings, staff members would be expected to do their 

jobs without direct supervision from the principal; they would operate independently. 

Dr. Bray has a highly complex organization where students receive traditional 

academic offerings but also have such unique opportunities as pilot training, jet engine 

repair courses, and even a Challenger Space Program complex.  Obviously, the principal 

cannot directly manage all of these effectively, so Dr. Bray does not attempt to do so.  

Instead, he delegates responsibilities as needed.  In addition, the principal divided the 

school into smaller learning communities and has given a leadership role for each to staff 

members.  He depends on these teachers to run their Small Learning Communities 

(SLC’s) effectively, and they stated that they respect the fact that Dr. Bray does not 

micro-manage them. 
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Mr. Joe Aviola at the Shaw Elementary School has a much different organization 

from that of either Dr. Peterson or Dr. Bray.  He has a mid-sized elementary school, and 

he has very few support staff, including no administrative assistants.  As a result, the 

greatest challenge that he faces is dealing with any disciplinary issues, for all of these fall 

to him.  In order to cope with this difficult task, Mr. Aviola has come to depend on 

several teachers to assist him during some time that he has managed to provide for them 

during the day.  Several teachers stated that they enjoy supporting his efforts to provide 

quality school climate because he has faith in them to do what he has asked and thus does 

not micro-manage their work.  Indeed, throughout the building, teachers continually 

praised Mr. Aviola for his style that, while he provides support and is clearly in control, 

gives them a feeling of autonomy in doing their jobs.  They reported that their principal’s 

respect for them as professionals by having faith in their ability to do their jobs without 

being micro-managed was deeply appreciated. 

 

     Theme Four: Know the Students  

The reason that schools exist is actually quite simple: to serve their students.  It 

stands to reason then that students should be the focus of everyone who works in the 

school, and that would include, of course, the principal.  A principal’s job is certainly 

quite complex and involves the necessity to do much paperwork, attend many meetings, 

and interact with staff, parents, superiors, and community.  Yet, with all that there is to 

do, it is essential that a principal not forget his/her students.  It is invaluable to know 

them.  The principals of these ten schools shared a remarkable ability to know their 

students by name and, moreover, to actually get to know so much about so many of them. 
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Ms. Janice Wilson, principal at the Mt. Airy Elementary, displayed a remarkable 

facility for knowing her children.  Her school runs from kindergarten through grade eight, 

and it is inconceivable that any students could attend Mt. Airy for the full nine years and 

not be known by Ms. Wilson.  As she would go about the building, Ms. Wilson would 

not only continually greet students by name, but she would ask relevant questions about 

them.  “Is your leg feeling better?”  “How’s your mother doing now?”  “Did everything 

go all right with your repairs to your home?”  During the visit to Ms. Wilson’s school, 

these were three actual questions that she was heard to ask as she interacted with her 

students.  Not only did she know them by name, she displayed an interest and a caring 

attitude.  These qualities had an obvious positive impact, for all the children treated her 

warmly and with respect, and this certainly aided in providing a good school climate.  

Indeed, the teachers repeatedly praised Ms. Wilson for her interaction with the students, 

as well as their parents, and believed  that it is one of the most significant reasons for the 

school’s success. 

Mrs. Jennifer Palmer ascended from vice principal to principal at the Betsy Ross 

High School, and a major reason that was given for her being selected to replace Mrs. 

Brown was the rapport that she had with the students at the school.  Mrs. Palmer knew 

every girl in this single sex school by name, and that individualized relationship she 

showed for each student was invaluable in helping to set a positive tone for the building.  

It was evident that Mrs. Palmer enjoyed getting to know her students, and they responded 

by behaving and working in an exemplary fashion.  Teachers gave high praise to Mrs. 

Palmer for her rapport with the girls, and they definitely felt that it was a leadership 

quality that helped to make her such an outstanding person to lead their school. 
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Mrs. Boyer was another principal who displayed marvelous rapport with her 

students as she moved about Lincoln Elementary.  She knew each student by name and 

also was aware of relevant information about so many of them.  It was commonplace to 

hear her ask a student a question about a situation specifically related to that child during 

the visit to her school.  She displayed an obvious love and concern for each one, and she 

received the respect from each one in return.  The teachers marveled at their principal’s 

facility with the names of all the students and also praised her individualized attention for 

the children.  Mrs. Boyer, as with all of the ten principals, knows her students, and the 

students know her.  The fact that the principal is not some anonymous person in some 

office who somehow runs the school but rather is an individual who knows the students 

personally and by name is a significant factor in providing the type of exemplary 

leadership that is required to effectively run challenging urban schools.  These urban 

students especially benefit from such individual attention. 

 

  Theme Five: Be the Principal Teacher 

When public schools first emerged in America, they began as small units 

normally staffed by a single teacher.  As schools grew over time and teaching staffs 

became larger, eventually a principal teacher position was initiated in order to have one 

person to oversee administrative tasks and other important non-teaching duties within the 

school.  The released time from teaching to compensate for the completion of those 

responsibilities grew to the point where eventually the principal teacher no longer taught, 

and the role of school principal was created. 
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In the ten schools that were visited, teachers continually stated how pleased they 

were to have the head of their organization be a person who could lead by example; in 

other words, they appreciated having a principal who was able to model teaching.  Of all 

the principals observed, no one performed more capably as a principal teacher than Dr. 

Frazer at Daniel Boone.  He began each day at his school by personally teaching the 

entire student body in a large group instruction format in the building’s large multi-

purpose room.  His presentation was dynamic, organized, and effective; in short, he was a 

model teacher.  Through this daily routine, Dr. Frazer exhibited the type of enthusiastic, 

genuine instruction that he expected from his staff, and he also set a completely positive 

tone for the start of the day.  When interviewed, the teachers praised Dr. Frazer as a 

principal teacher for his daily lessons as well as for the annual event where he released 

the whole faculty for an extended appreciation luncheon while he personally taught the 

entire student body.  At Boone, every teacher knew that their principal was credible when 

he challenged them to reach lofty instructional goals. 

Mr. Moritz at Baldwin was another highly effective principal teacher.  He also 

starts each day by meeting with the student body, and his work in the auditorium 

accomplished its purpose of setting a proper tone for the day’s outset.  Moreover, as he 

traveled throughout the building on his daily classroom visits, he continually participated 

in the instructional process by injecting himself into lessons that were being presented.  

His enthusiastic participation was not resented by his staff; on the contrary, he received 

continual praise for his ability to join in and to lead instruction by example.  He displayed 

a thorough understanding of what was being taught and was also able to illustrate that he 

had the ability to deliver that instruction as well. 
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Not all of the principals were as overt in their display of being a principal teacher 

as were Dr. Frazer and Mr. Moritz; however, they all did possess this ability.  For 

example, both Dr. Hiscott at William Penn and Ms. Wilson at Mt. Airy were held in high 

esteem by their faculty for their previous accomplishments as classroom teachers. Each 

of these women came to be a principal with reputations as outstanding classroom 

teachers, and they often would exhibit that past success in classroom visits and 

conversations with staff by relating their teaching background to issues at hand.  As with 

all the leaders in this study, Dr. Hiscott and Ms. Wilson were viewed as excellent 

teachers as well as exemplary principals. 

 

  Theme Six: Be a Leader, Not Just a Manager 

While it is certainly true that the principal must be a person who is able to manage 

the day to day routine of the school, in order to be a truly exemplary leader in a 

challenging urban public school setting it became apparent through observation during 

the school visits as well as the numerous interview responses that the principal needed to 

do more than just manage: he/she needed to be a leader as well.  In order for each school 

to excel, it is essential that the person in charge must possess and exhibit definite 

leadership qualities. 

At the Brooks Middle School Dr. Peterson was continually praised for her 

exceptional leadership.  She was called “a transformational leader” as well as an 

individual who “is a visionary.”  It was said that “she is so quick to analyze a problem 

and then deal with it effectively,” and she was also hailed as someone “willing to try 

something with risk in order to improve.”  In addition, she “knows how to attract grants 
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and other resources that have helped so much.”  And she was described as one who 

“never loses her “cool’ and is calm ‘under fire.’  Moreover, she was described as being 

“approachable,” as one who “encourages people to be creative,” and as “an extremely 

skilled communicator.”  All of these qualities reflect those of one who does not just 

manage an organization.  While Dr. Peterson actually did receive high grades from her 

staff as one who was organized and, in effect, is a good manager, she was seen more as a 

resourceful leader, one who truly has a vision for what she wants to have accomplished at 

her school. 

Mrs. Brown was definitely viewed as a powerful and effective leader at her high 

school.  Indeed, when asked to give qualities that describe Dr. Brown, the teachers and 

other staff members repeatedly spoke of her leadership.  They said that she was a “truly 

exemplary leader,” “the most visible leader imaginable,” “the model for a school leader,” 

one who has “strong leadership,” and a person who displays a “genuine sense of direction 

for staff and students.”  While Dr. Brown was characterized as being “highly organized,” 

which is certainly a solid managerial skill, she was also hailed as being extremely 

“student-oriented,” “committed to excellence,” “strong,” and “charismatic.” Indeed, she 

was often referred to be this latter quality, for she was viewed as a very charismatic 

individual whose personality resonated throughout her building.  It was these leadership 

qualities that combined to make Mrs. Brown be viewed as much more than the manager 

of Betsy Ross, for her leadership was so highly recognized that she was promoted to lead 

all of the secondary principals in the Philadelphia School System. 

Dr. Bray is another principal who had skill at managing his organization, yet was 

viewed as doing so much more that he could be considered to be a dynamic leader, a man 
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who is a “true visionary.” Dr. Bray was described in the interviews as a man who is a 

very intelligent, articulate leader,” as one “not afraid to take chances,” as an “’out of the 

box’ thinker,” and as an “intelligent, thoughtful leader who inspires the staff.”  One of the 

most colorful descriptions of Dr. Bray was that he is “a ‘cowboy’… an extremely 

innovative and creative person.”  He was also praised for his ability to “lead by example” 

and to truly “understand the future.” 

Dr. Peterson, Mrs. Brown, and Dr. Bray all exhibited true leadership qualities that 

extend beyond the role of just managing the school.  While their schools as well as those 

of the other seven principals all certainly reflect solid management, it is the exceptional 

leadership of each of these educators, leadership that transcends just managing, that has 

been so important in having their respective organizations attain a status as highly 

successful schools in challenging urban public school settings. 

 

   Theme Seven: Understand and Implement Best Practices 

Since the primary purpose of a school is to educate its youngsters, it stands to 

reason that using best instructional practices is a good thing.  At the ten schools visited 

for this study, the principals were repeatedly cited by their teachers as being leaders who 

both understood and implemented best practices for use by their schools, and this was 

viewed as an important part of the success that each school experienced. 

Mrs. Palmer was highly respected at her Betsy Ross High for being a principal 

who had a solid knowledge of best instructional practices.  She was said to have 

“knowledge of best practices and research,” “to be a highly skilled trainer of teachers 

who presented outstanding professional development,” and as one who “is open to new 
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ideas.” It was repeated said that Mrs. Palmer “understood the school’s needs” and that 

that translated into her acquiring the best materials and staff development personnel that 

she could get for her school.  She worked very closely with her two curriculum specialists 

whose job it was to make certain that every teacher in the building had all materials they 

needed as well as support for using them.  Because of this focus on instructional 

practices, Mrs. Palmer was described as running “a solid educational program,” as having 

“Betsy Ross be a place focused on achievement,” and as having a school “where teachers 

meet high demands placed on them by the principal.” 

The fact that Mr. Hayman runs a school that is focused on achievement is seen by 

its receiving a Blue Ribbon Award.  This distinction is only given to schools where 

academic achievement is apparent, and Mr. Hayman’s leadership, which includes a focus 

on instructional practices, was viewed as a primary ingredient for success.  In the 

interviews, it was said of Mr. Hayman that “his knowledge of teaching and best practices 

is exemplary” and that he is “the strongest leader at focusing on achievement that I have 

ever known.”  He was continually hailed as one who used data extremely well for 

achievement purposes.  In addition, since he has been at Truman so long, almost every 

teacher has been personally hired and trained by Mr. Hayman, so the continuity of 

instructional practices is outstanding.   

At the Lincoln Elementary School, teachers have come to expect an occasional 

gift from their principal, Mrs. Boyer.  As an educational leader who enjoys immersing 

herself in reading about innovative and successful teaching strategies, Mrs. Boyer often 

selects a book she has read and purchases a copy of it for each of her teachers at Lincoln.  

She expects each teacher to read the book within a reasonable period of time, and then 
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there is a follow-up on what has been learned from that book during a future professional 

development opportunity.  This is one reason that in the interviews, her teachers 

described Mrs. Boyer as “one who is able to utilize best practices every day” and that 

“her standards are so high and she knows how to have them met.”  It was repeatedly said 

that the principal’s expectations are high and are what “drives the school to succeed.”  

The fact that she is so focused on best practices and has them used by her faculty is 

invaluable in having the lofty expectations realized. 

Mrs. Palmer, Mr. Hayman, and Mrs. Boyer share a common focus in the use of 

best instructional practices at their schools.  All ten of the leaders shared a belief that 

their schools could and must achieve educationally, and all realized that an important 

piece in making that happen was to provide their teachers with the knowledge of best 

instructional practices and then to support their implementation. 

 

         Theme Eight: Be Supportive of the Staff 

In challenging urban public school settings, it became obvious through the many 

interviews at the ten schools in this study, that a common quality that teachers deeply 

appreciated from their principals was a belief that they were supported.  This support 

could take the form of backing in dealings with students and parents, with supplying 

needed supplies and equipment for the job, by providing quality professional 

development, or simply by being an understanding and caring leader who made each 

teacher feel wanted and important.  The bottom line is that teachers felt that they needed 

the support of their leaders, and at these ten schools it was readily apparent that they 

believed they had just that. 
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At the William Penn School, Dr. Hiscott was continually lauded for her support.  

Various comments included, “truly cares about the students, staff, and community,” “has 

built a committed staff,” “is ‘super’ supportive,” and is a “team player.”  Dr. Hiscott was 

praised for creating a collaborative, team approach in the school that has been made 

possible through her supportive presence.  She was said to “lead by example and with 

humility,” “be willing to listen and be flexible,” and to be “kind and understanding, yet a 

strong disciplinarian.”  It was said of her that she is a “quality listener” and that if she 

“disagrees, she will do so without being disagreeable.”  There was a continual expression 

of appreciation among the staff for Dr. Hiscott’s supportive leadership style. 

At the Shaw Elementary, Mr. Aviola was continually praised for his support for 

the staff and the school in general.  He was described as being “a good listener,” 

“flexible,” “caring,” and “people oriented.”  It was said that he “treats all of the staff 

members in a totally professional manner” and that “his respect ofr people is really 

great.”  As a man possessing these qualities, it is not surprising to find that his staff 

believed that he “had their back” when it came to any problem they might encounter in 

their school.  It was said that his support and demeanor has “created a family 

atmosphere” and “a fabulous school.” 

Dr. Peterson at Brooks was described as “a very open and supportive person” and 

as “an extremely collaborative person” who “enjoys working collaboratively.” It is 

through collaborative efforts that the staff found their principal to be a highly supportive 

individual.  She was viewed as having been especially supportive in terms of securing 

advanced technology for the school.  An avid grant seeker and writer, Dr. Peterson has 

been able to secure interactive whiteboards for all classrooms as well as other hardware 
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and software purchases that have placed Brooks in a position of technological leadership 

among schools in their city.  The staff has viewed this as a prime example of Dr. 

Peterson’s support of their efforts.  In addition, she was also praised for building “a 

genuine positive atmosphere in the school” and for fostering “collaboration among the 

staff.” 

Dr. Hiscott, Mr. Aviola, and Dr. Peterson all earned respect at their schools for 

the support that they provide to the staff and school at large.  The same is true of the other 

seven principals cited in this research.  Indeed, every one of them received high marks 

during interviews for the supportive nature of their leadership. 

 

  Theme Nine:  Be a Team Builder 

The principals in this research were not only supportive of their staffs they also 

excelled at building teams within their schools.  A common theme that was repeated 

continually by those interviewed was that there was a sense of teamwork and 

togetherness where they worked, and that their leaders had done an outstanding job of 

team building, which helped to make that togetherness and family atmosphere a reality. 

Mr. Moritz at Baldwin was described as being “the ultimate team builder.”  To 

that end it was said that “teamwork abounds,” that “the caring and cohesive teaching staff 

is a key to the school’s success,” and that there is “a family atmosphere” at Baldwin.  

Moritz was hailed as being “highly visible and genuinely supportive” and as being “the 

finest at caring for his staff.”  These were qualities that assisted him in his team building 

endeavors.  Baldwin was described as a “place where everyone works together” and as 
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“one big, happy family.”   In such an atmosphere it is not surprising at all that teamwork 

would abound. 

Dr. Frazer at Boone was also described as being “the ultimate team builder.”  

Indeed, responses about him also yielded, “Best team builder ever,” “ability to lead an 

incredible team” and “super-supportive individual…loves and reassures everyone.”  Seen 

as being a part of his ability to be a team builder were statements saying that he “leads by 

example” and “knows everyone” and is thus able to wisely direct people into the teams 

that are best for them and the organization.  Partially as a result of the team spirit among 

the staff, Boone has become “a true family” and “just a great place” to be and to work.  It 

was further said that Boone is the “most team-oriented place imaginable” and that in a 

school “where kids come first” the teams who design and operate the school’s functions 

“never give up trying to do what is best to have the kids succeed.”  From the outset of the 

day when Dr. Frazer gathers his entire staff together as one large team to inspire the 

children to the day’s end, which often is marked by small team meetings that he attends 

to discuss student needs, this principal is truly an exceptional team builder. 

Dr. Bray at a school located not far from Dr. Frazer’s, has a similar team building 

style, although his is accomplished at a complex high school organization that is very 

different from Dr. Frazer’s elementary school.  In interviews it was said of Dr. Bray that 

is “the best team builder,” a “true team builder,” and one who has fostered a “strong 

sense of teamwork.” He was respected for being someone who “lets people take 

ownership” and for being the “finest at empowering his staff to do their best.”  It was also 

stated that part of his success as a team builder was due to the belief that “he has recruited 

good people” as well as the sense that both individuals and groups find it “easy to follow 
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his leadership because of his style and attitude that helps us do our job.” Lenape was 

described as a place where a “tremendous spirit of togetherness exists,” and this was 

attributed in part to the team building that has taken place during his time as principal. 

Mr. Moritz, Dr. Frazer, and Dr. Bray were all clearly seen to be strong team 

builders, a trait common among all ten of the principals in this research.  This willingness 

to work together seemed to foster a spirit that was especially positive when dealing with 

the challenges that educators in urban public schools in challenging settings can face.  

Working together closely and cooperatively, principals, teachers, and others could better 

meet the challenges that lay before them. 

 

  Theme Ten: The Little Things Are Not Little 

While the leaders in this study were unanimously seen as not being micro-

managers, it is interesting to note, though, they were also all viewed as principals who 

paid attention to the “little things.”  By giving pro-active attention to small details that 

could become large problems, these leaders were able to prevent many of the difficulties 

that can face any school, perhaps especially one that is situated in a challenging setting. 

It seemed as if no detail was inconsequential to Mrs. Boyer at the Lincoln 

Elementary.  Indeed, one of the responses made concerning her leadership was, “She is 

the best at details of any leader I have seen—nothing escapes her attention.” This has 

resulted in an organization that is viewed as being highly organized.  “A highly organized 

place;” “This is one incredibly well run organization;” and “This school is perfectly 

organized” were some of the comments that were made.  The specific way that students 

entered the building and the way that lines had to be formed as students proceeded 
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through the building in a highly structured fashion showed the attention to detail 

concerning student movement indicative of a place where the children moved about with 

purpose and under effective control. 

Mrs. Boyer was meticulous with regard to the way everything in the building was 

arranged and presented.  The banners outside each teacher’s room showing where they 

had gone to college and graduate school, the total organization of everything in the lobby 

at the entrance to the school, and the neatness and cleanliness that had to be apparent in 

each room and in all hallways reflected an “attention to detail” that made Lincoln “a 

school where everyone dresses and behaves properly and learning happens.” 

Ms. Wilson at Mt. Airy was also committed to giving small details the proper 

attention.  It is partly due to this fact that it was said of Mt. Airy that this is “a complex 

organization (K-8) that works.”  Ms. Wilson was said to be a leader who “truly 

understands the total K-8 organization” and for being a “hands-on leader” who “provides 

the staff with whatever they need.” All the items that appeared on the walls of the office 

and in the hallway outside  were important to her as she tried to set a tone from the time 

one entered the school.  Once in the school, students passed throughout the building in 

highly prescribed ways, and extreme attention was paid to matters such as how food was 

distributed in the large cafeteria.  The use of school uniforms that varied slightly by age 

group was effective in establishing a sense of togetherness.  It should also be noted that 

the principal took direct ownership of matters such as student and faculty scheduling as 

well as utilization of budget to be certain that these school services operated to the 

maximum.  While these are certainly not “little things” in an organization, it should be 

noted that by failing to give each “little detail” involved with these processes its proper 
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attention, significant difficulties and confusion can result.  By being pro-active in these 

matters, Ms. Wilson was able to run a highly organized and effective school where the 

climate was actually enhanced as a result. 

Mr. Aviola was described in the interviews as being “the best at organization” and 

as being “a highly organized principal.”  His attention to detail was evident throughout 

the building, even with Backpack Program, which helped disadvantaged youngsters with 

free supplies, food, and clothing.  Mr. Aviola developed a highly organized method for 

collecting, warehousing, and distributing these goods, including the recruitment of the 

individuals necessary to make this happen.  It was said that “The Backpack Program is an 

example of his caring,” and it was also an example of his attention to detail.  It was also 

stated that Mr. Aviola was “supportive of all worthwhile endeavors” and that this 

included his attention to the “little things that make it work.”  In order to provide Shaw 

with a positive climate, Mr. Aviola developed a “discipline code that is fair and efficient 

and is enforced in a consistent manner.”  When interviewed about discipline in his 

school, Mr. Aviola was quick to point to all of the attention to detail, to the “little things” 

as he called them, that help to make such a policy a successful one. 

Mrs. Boyer, Ms. Wilson, and Mr. Aviola each exhibited a desire to be certain that 

all the details of the school were given proper attention.  For each of them, and for the 

seven other subjects of this research, little things were not little if failure to address them 

might result in something very unwanted for the organization.  This attitude was 

consistent with their overall desire to have a successful school and their passion they 

displayed for wanting to make that happen. 
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     Emerging Themes: Conclusion 

     Thus, the examination of the Data Analysis of Chapter IV has shown that ten common 

themes have emerged that characterize the leadership of the principals of the schools 

that have been examined.  It can accurately be stated that each of the leaders possesses 

these ten qualities and that each of these qualities is a distinctive part of their exemplary 

leadership style.  In summary, then, for exemplary leaders in challenging urban public 

school settings, it is the conclusion of this research that the following ten common themes 

have emerged: 

 Passion for the Position 

 MBWA (Management by Walking Around) 

 Not a Micro-Manager 

 Know the Students 

 Be the Principal Teacher 

 Be a Leader, Not Just a Manager 

 Understand and Implement Best Practices 

 Be Supportive of the Staff 

 Be a Team Builder 

 The Little Things Are Not Little 

 

    Implications of the Research 

 Assuming the validity of this research, what are the practical applications of it?  

To put this into the vernacular, now that these data have been presented and analyzed: “so 

what?”  Since the assumption is that exemplary leadership in challenging urban public 
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school settings has at least to some extent been defined, it is the sincere goal of this 

research that there indeed are practical applications for what has been learned.  To that 

end, a hypothetical situation will be raised with the purpose of transitioning from that into 

three more concrete applications. 

 Most of those with the responsibility to oversee schools within a district, e.g. 

Board members and Superintendents, do not get the opportunity to start a school from its 

inception; however, in the hypothetical situation that is being presented here, it will be 

assumed that if a new school were to be planned from the beginning, a most important 

decision to be made would be the selection of a principal for that school.  To complete 

this scenario, it will also be assumed that this new school is a public one that is located in 

a challenging urban setting.  The question to be raised, then, is this: who should be 

selected to be the principal? 

 The implication from this research is that the principal chosen in such a scenario 

should be one who will be able to exhibit the ten qualities that have been presented.  In 

other words, the ten “principles for principals” should serve as the foundation for 

selecting and training one who would be the model leader for this school.  In making this 

selection most of the qualities for a model leader could not be assessed until the 

individual had actually spent time on the job.  The passion for the position and the 

understanding of best practices might be the easiest to discern during an interview 

process, but the other themes could be presented to a candidate as goals for his/her 

performance and the responses judged accordingly.  The bottom line is just this: if a 

“model” leader for a challenging urban public school were to be defined, that person 

would be one who possesses each of the ten themes that emerged from this research.  



 

 

175 

 

Thus, the contention is that a guideline for such a model leader has been presented, and 

the analysis of these data can not only serve in a hypothetical scenario but can be used to 

assist with very real and practical situations as well. 

 First of all, the analysis of these data should serve for guidance to both current 

and aspiring principals. For ones who currently serve public schools in challenging urban 

settings, the suggestion is for each one of them to read and study this research, and then 

they should examine their past and present performance in terms of how they have 

adhered to the recommendations from each of the ten themes.  Each principal should 

make a sincere effort to gauge his/her passion, the extent that MBWA is employed, the 

amount of micro-managing that is undertaken, and then the manner in which the other 

themes have been a characteristic of leadership too.  On-going professional development 

should be a goal for every education professional, and for principals who are presently 

serving in such schools, judging their performance against the conclusions drawn from 

the analysis of the data in this research should be of substantial value in helping them to 

maximize their effectiveness as leaders. 

 Likewise, aspiring principals should benefit in the same way, the only difference 

being that they can employ the use of these themes that have emerged from the time that 

they enter their role as principal.  It would benefit each new principal to exhibit a true 

passion for the position from the first day on the job.  Moreover, a continual presence 

throughout the campus (MBWA) should be a staple of leadership from the outset, and an 

adherence to each of the other guidelines should be a goal at the beginning on the job and 

should continue to be followed.  A principal who truly embodies these ten principles at 
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his/her school will be an exemplary leader at any public school that may be located in a 

challenging urban setting. 

 In today’s educational climate, accountability for public school employees is 

commonplace.  This would certainly be true for principals as well, who find that they are 

evaluated on both formal and informal levels.  The research in this study can be a 

valuable aid for evaluation.  First, with regard to formal evaluation, those assigned the 

task of supervising principals, which is in most cases either a superintendent or assistant 

superintendent, would be well served to use the themes that have emerged in this research 

as a foundation for evaluation of their principals who are serving in challenging public 

schools.  For those principals whose performance is lacking, a look at how that leader is 

doing with regard to meeting the ten principles will be most beneficial.  Such an 

examination may find that the principal is lacking in several of these areas; however, it 

may also show that there is a complete deficiency in just one area, and if that were to be 

addressed the leadership might improve dramatically.  On the other hand, if a principal is 

judged to be doing an outstanding job, the evaluator should again look to see how this 

leader is performing to the ten principles, for this will serve as an organized method to 

write an appropriate commendation for the achieving principal taking note of adherence 

to them. 

 It should be noted that principals are also evaluated by others than those to whom 

they report.  Teachers and parents also engage in this process, although usually it is on an 

informal basis.  Nonetheless, some form of principal evaluation by these constituencies 

does take place.  When it does, it again would be highly beneficial to the process to have 

the ten themes that emerged from this research to be used as the foundation.  Teachers 
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may judge what level of support they have received as well as how effectively teams 

have been built; parents may look at how involved with the children the principal has 

been and if all the routine matters of the school have been handled properly.  An 

examination of how the principal has fared with regard to all of the other themes should, 

of course, be addressed as well.  By examining their principal through the lens of these 

ten guiding principles, teachers and parents from public schools in challenging urban 

public school settings will find that they have an organized and effective tool at their 

disposal. 

 Thus, the implications of this research are clear: the ten emerging themes may be 

used as an effective tool to evaluate leaders.  By examining the principal of a public 

school in a challenging urban setting through the use of how well that individual has 

produced in keeping with the ten principles, an accurate assessment as well as a plan for 

suggested improvement for each such leader will be realized. 

 

         Limitations of the Research 

 Since the focus of this research deals with urban school principals, it must be 

noted that my background includes a dozen years spent as the principal of an urban 

public school.  As a result, the question could arise as to whether or not I might have any 

bias that could have presented itself in this research.  To that issue, I must say that it has 

not, and there are two primary reasons for that assertion.  First of all, I was not principal 

of a school in a “challenging” urban setting.  My school was located in the Far Northeast 

section of Philadelphia in a middle and upper middle class neighborhood; moreover, only 

about 10% of the students in my school qualified for free/reduced lunch.  Thus, my 
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experience was not the same as that of the ten principals I examined, for I most certainly 

did not face the same set of circumstances and therefore did not have any pre-conceived 

notions of how schools in challenging settings should be run based on my own work. 

 The second reason actually relates to the first: having been principal of an urban 

school that offered a set of unusually good circumstances for its students, I was very 

curious as to how my colleagues in much more challenging settings were able to lead 

successfully.  Moreover, I noted that turnover in these more “difficult” schools was quite 

high, but that a few stayed for many years and appeared to have been quite successful 

during that time.  As I witnessed this situation, I often wondered what it was that had 

made these few principals succeed while most failed or “bailed out.”  Likewise, I 

continually saw how the majority of students from the lower socio-economic schools in 

my district achieved far below those in schools such as mine, and I often pondered what 

measures the leader of those schools might be able to take to address their challenges.  

Thus, not only did I enter this research without any bias, I believe that I worked with a 

totally open mind and a desire to learn what things leaders in these challenging settings 

were doing that made them successful in a setting where so many others failed. 

 While I do not believe that bias was an impediment to my study, there are 

limitations that most certainly can be said to exist.  The first and most obvious is that this 

research was done at ten schools.  It would have been preferable to visit more schools, for 

it may be true that a broader sample could yield slightly different results.  In addition, I 

could have covered a wider geographic area.  I could have visited schools further west 

than Kentucky and further south than Delaware along the East Coast.  In addition, I could 

have made more visits to each school, for additional time at each site might have yielded 



 

 

179 

 

other perspectives.  While visiting a wider variety of schools and spending more time at 

each probably would be beneficial and are limitations of this study, unfortunately the 

constraints of time and resources prevented this.  Moreover, while a greater sample could 

have proven valuable, the sample that has been used is a good one, for a variety of 

schools in four different states were visited and each was examined in a thorough fashion.  

 An addition that could have added another perspective would be to include 

students in the interview process, especially those in middle or high schools.  This would 

require all necessary permissions, would take more time, and would need cooperation 

from teachers and administration to schedule.   

 There is one other limitation that needs to be noted.  The nature of this research is 

subjective; therefore, interpretations as to how principals have fared with regard to how 

successful they have been in meeting the emerging themes could vary among researchers.  

Indeed, it is probably impossible to agree upon the definition of a perfect leader through 

the use of subjective criteria.  A good example of this is provided through a look at the 

most important leadership position in the United States: the President.  The biggest 

“landslide” victory in the past thirty years came in 1984 when the incumbent, Ronald 

Reagan soundly defeated his challenger, Walter Mondale, who won only 13 electoral 

votes.  It must be noted, though, that in this election the highly popular Reagan won less 

than 59% of the popular vote; over 40% voted against him, a total of more than 37 

million voters (New York Times Almanac, 2001).  Thus, in a very high profile evaluation 

of leadership the one who was clearly favored by the nation was still not favored by 

approximately two of every five voters.  As an extension of this example, it would hardly 

be surprising if there were to be unanimity among those making an evaluation as to who 
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is an exemplary principal.  While this research’s subjective nature is therefore a 

limitation, it has nonetheless been an organized, detailed, and extended effort to try to 

define exemplary leadership in challenging urban public school settings. 

 

      Forward Look 

 Tom Peters in the book, In Search of Excellence (Peters & Waterman, 1982), did 

a detailed analysis of companies that were led by great leaders, but he then posed an 

important issue: what happens to these companies several years later after these leaders 

have departed?  Was the culture that had been built within the company sufficient to 

withstand their departure in the years ahead?  Unfortunately, he learned that in many 

cases that culture had not been sustained and the companies regressed as a result.  This 

leads to a similar forward look concern of this research: after these exemplary principals 

depart, will the culture that they had built within their schools be sufficiently strong to 

permit their organizations to excel in the future?  With this in mind, I would suggest that 

another research be done on the same ten schools that were the subjects of this study a 

decade from now.  Assuming that most or all of the present principals have departed, it 

would be enlightening to study how the schools have done under new leadership.   

 The question of asking how these ten schools will do under new leadership is 

already relevant.  This research concluded in June, 2011, and as of September, 2011 three 

of the ten principals have already left.  Dr. Hiscott has left not only the William Penn 

Elementary School but has gone from the Philadelphia District entirely.  Philadelphia had 

undergone a large amount of controversy in the past two years, which has now resulted in 

the firing of the superintendent as well as the complete restructuring of the Board 
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overseeing the district.  Due to the uncertainty in the district, many principals have been 

fearful of changes in assignments that might transpire, which has caused a substantial 

exodus from the city.  Dr. Hiscott has been a part of that exodus.  Although she loved her 

school and would have preferred to remain, she was concerned by the district’s 

uncertainty and took a principal’s position in Norristown, Pennsylvania. 

 Mrs. Palmer and Dr. Frazer have both left their schools because they received 

promotions.  Mrs. Palmer had replaced Mrs. Brown as principal of Betsy Ross High 

when the latter was promoted to Assistant Superintendent for all of the city’s secondary 

schools.  This fall Mrs. Brown has brought Mrs. Palmer with her to central administration 

as her assistant; thus, Mrs. Palmer is now second in command over all of the city’s 

secondary schools.  Dr. Frazer was so successful in turning around his Boone Academy 

that he was asked by the Kentucky Secretary of Education to become the Associate 

Secretary in charge of all “turn around” schools in the state. 

 All three of these principals left on their own terms with two receiving substantial 

promotions and the third, Dr. Hiscott, also getting a substantial pay increase.  As a result 

three of the schools in this study are already under new leadership this fall; however, as 

of the time of this writing all were being served by interim principals; permanent 

replacements had not yet been chosen.  The question to ponder, though, is this: will these 

new principals possess the same level of excellence with regard to the ten principles of 

leadership that their predecessors had?  If not, what impact will this have on the schools?  

How long might it take to make a substantial change?  Has the culture that was 

established under the leadership of Dr. Hiscott, Mrs. Palmer, and Dr. Frazer been 

sufficient to sustain the schools in the future?  These are all worthy questions for study in 
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the future.  When all ten of the schools are explored in the future, they should be 

researched to see if they have remained as models of exemplary leadership. 

 Another project for future consideration would be for others to engage in similar 

research to what has been done here but to do so at other schools.  Then a comparison of 

the analysis of data could be undertaken.  This could be done at any time in the future, 

including, of course, this very year.  Indeed, the more similar school stories that can be 

found and researched would be beneficial in order to add to the body of work that has 

been complied here.  Since the number of schools and geographic areas were limitations 

to this study, the addition of as many other schools as possible would be helpful in 

solidifying the description of precisely what exemplary leadership is in challenging urban 

public school settings. 

 

    Closing Comment 

 I have been blessed to serve in education for more than four decades with 32 

years of that spent in urban public education.  Throughout my entire career I have always 

taken great joy in seeing and/or being a part of good things happening to students in their 

schools.  For me, the bottom line has always been this: schools exist to serve their 

students; it has always been my personal goal to do whatever I could, whether as a 

teacher or an administrator, to help students receive the best educational and related 

services possible.  It is with this philosophy in mind that this dissertation has been 

written.  It is my sincere hope that this research will be read and appreciated, and that as a 

result some principals will be influenced in such a way that their students’ lives will 

benefit.   
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            Appendix A      

                            Principal’s Initial Survey 

Name _______________________________________________________ 

School ______________________________________________________ 

Address _____________________________________________________ 

Phone _____________________________ 

Email _____________________________ 

School Characteristics  

 Grades _______________________ 

 School Population 

  Number ________________ 

  Racial Composition 

   % white ___________ 

   % black ___________ 

   % Hispanic ________ 

   %Asian ___________ 

   % other ___________ 

  % Free/Reduced Lunch _________________ 

  % Special Education ___________________ 

  % Average Daily Attendance ____________ 

 Number of Teachers ______________ 
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 Other Members of Administrative Team 

  Name _____________________________________________ 

  Position ___________________________________________ 

  Name _____________________________________________ 

  Position ____________________________________________ 

  Name ______________________________________________ 

  Position ____________________________________________ 

 Direct Supervisor 

  Name ______________________________________________ 

  Position ____________________________________________ 

 

Personal Information 

 Number of years as a Principal ________________ 

 Number of years as a Principal at this school __________________ 

 Most important accomplishments as Principal of this school 

  _____________________________________________________ 

  _____________________________________________________ 

  _____________________________________________________ 

  _____________________________________________________ 

  _____________________________________________________ 

  _____________________________________________________ 

  _____________________________________________________ 
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Most significant disappointments to date as Principal of this school 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

Primary challenges that you face as Principal of this school 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

Goals for the coming school year 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

Long term goals 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 
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Your participation in my research study 

 The reason(s) you are willing to participate 

  ______________________________________________________ 

  ______________________________________________________ 

  ______________________________________________________ 

  ______________________________________________________ 

 Specific restrictions (if any) you wish to place on my research study (such as  

 months/ days of week to visit or not to visit, testing times to avoid, etc.) 

  ______________________________________________________ 

  ______________________________________________________ 

  ______________________________________________________ 

  ______________________________________________________ 

General restrictions (if any) you wish to place on my research study other than 

those listed above 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________ 

Any additional comments you wish to make regarding your participation in my 

research study 

 _______________________________________________________ 

 _______________________________________________________ 

Signature _____________________________________________________ 
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      Appendix B  

             Name _____________________________________ 

             Position____________________________________       

             School_____________________________________ 

 

  Questionairre 

1.  How long have you known the principal? 

 

 

2.  How do you describe his/her style? 

 

 

 

3. What are the principal’s greatest strengths—what is the very best attribute? 

 

 

 

 

4. If you are able to compare your principal to another (others) who you have 

known who are principals, what positive qualities does you principal have that 

the other(s) does not? 
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5. Overall, why do you feel he/she is a good fit for your school? 

 

 

 

 

 

6. How would you describe your school? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. What are your school’s greatest strengths?  If there is something you wish 

you could change about your school, what would it be? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. If I were to state that your principal is truly an effective leader for your 

school, is there anything else you would like to add to support that idea? 

 

 

 

 


