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HE FIRST ASSERTION OF THE TASK FORC E
on De veloping Re s e a rch in Educational Leader-
s h i p — c o s p o n s o red by the American Ed u c a t i o n a l
Re s e a rch Association, the Un i versity Council for
Educational Administration, and the Laboratory

for Student Success at Temple University—was that “leader-
ship has significant effects on student learning, second only
to the effects of the quality of curriculum and teachers’ in-
struction” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003, p. 4). This claim, one
of five produced by the task force, supported the conve n-
tional wisdom that leadership matters. Un f o rt u n a t e l y, the
task force did not provide an instruction manual offering
guidance on how to perform the five leadership functions.

A recent meta-analysis of the re s e a rch on school leader-
ship conducted at the St a n f o rd Educational Leadership In-
stitute added more weight to the assertion that leadership
matters (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Mayerson,
2005). It confirmed that three important aspects of the
principal’s job were:

• De veloping a deep understanding of how to support
teachers

• Managing the curriculum in ways that promote student
learning

• De veloping the ability to transform schools into more
e f f e c t i ve organizations that foster powe rful teaching and
learning for all students. 
Although the research-based knowledge about the princi-

palship continues to grow, there is a paucity of practical in-
formation about how to perform the essential tasks. How do
principals develop and then act upon a deep understanding
of supporting teachers? What steps do principals take to
p romote student learning? How do principals transform
schools and foster powerful teaching and learning for all stu-
dents? Providing answers to “how-to” questions is useful for
all principals but will be especially helpful to principals in
schools serving students who are most at risk of low achieve-
ment or failure. 

The principals of Bre a k t h rough High Schools (BT H S )
have successfully led schools that serve large numbers of stu-
dents who are potentially at risk of failure. And those
schools have achieved an astounding result: postsecondary
education attainment for at least 90% of the students. T h e
experiences and practices of these schools can offer some les-
sons that may help answer the vexing how-to questions.

Engaging Staff Members
As one of the principals said, “Teachers, like students, rise to
the level of expectations.” Most BTHS principals used four
strategies in their efforts to support teachers: creating a sup-

p o rt i ve environment for learning in public; establishing
nonnegotiables, such as goals and standards; holding teach-
ers accountable; and using a mix of leadership actions best
categorized as “intangibles.” 

A great deal of attention has been focused on holding
teachers accountable for student performance, but teachers
need special support to succeed, particularly in challenging
e n v i ronments. Most of the BTHS principals instituted or
strengthened mechanisms to improve teacher practice. Some
held problem-solving meetings and encouraged teachers to
take the lead and work collaboratively. Others facilitated de-
partmental peer reviews to ensure that professional develop-
ment activities we re re s e a rch based and data driven; gave
teachers special support, such as help with classroom man-
agement and student data analyses; or recognized the differ-
ent needs of new teachers and veteran teachers. One princi-
pal designed classroom environment scavenger hunts and
interclassroom visitations as strategies to help teachers build
stronger, more trusting relationships. 

BTHS principals underscored the importance of being
fair and consistent in dealing with teachers and the need to
reduce teachers’ sense of isolation. They set clear expecta-
tions for staff members, identified the strengths of different
staff members, and then provided ways to use those
s t rengths to forw a rd the school’s agenda. Ap p reciating staff
members and praising good work was viewed as an essential
leadership practice. One principal summed it up thusly:
“Sometimes it is easier to lead from the back than it is from
the front.... My teachers are the leaders in the school. My
students are the leaders in the school. I am there to support
them.” 

Meanwhile, those principals are not afraid to deal with
marginal teachers and hold them accountable for supporting
the new vision for the school. Clear expectations and new
s t ru c t u res for change pushed reluctant participants to act
their way into thinking positively about their students and
about the change process. The principals’ leadership strate-
gies fostered an atmosphere of transparency and collegiality
among teachers. The strategies also helped the principals
stay cognizant of the tone and attitudes inside the school.

Strategies That Improve Student
E n g a g e m e n t
Creating higher levels of student participation and giving
students extra support for learning are strategies import a n t
to the BTHS principals’ successes. Students must know
what is expected of them, but staff members often have to
find better ways to listen. “A strong sense of affiliation and
caring among all students and adults in a school is crucial to
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engaging and motivating students to learn” (Leithwood &
Riehl, 2003, p. 9).

One principal formalized the process of having students
participate in staff meetings four times a year. Staff members
listened to the students read actual teacher statements that
had been re c o rded over the previous quart e r. Other princi-
pals developed courses to help freshmen learn how to take
notes and develop important study skills. Still another prin-
cipal described creating “networks of responsibility” for stu-
dent support. 

One school re q u i red students in grades 11 and 12 to teach
in an elementary school as a part of their community serv i c e
re q u i rement. Principals also described ways they familiarize d
students with the college environment by holding summer
school classes on a local college campus and by having students
take dual credit courses at
the college rather than in the
high school building.

Working on Many
F ro n t s
Many high-pove rty schools
a re challenged by teachers’
l ow expectations of high-
p ove rty and high-minority
students. The BTHS princi-
pals  worked hard to get
teachers to be honest about
their beliefs, and their lead-
ership successes help con-
firm the key difference be-
t ween schools that do we l l
with challenging popula-
tions and those that do not:
having strategies in place to help teachers raise their expecta-
tions and believe that their students can achieve at high lev-
els (Melaville, McCloud, & Hale, 2005). 

A principal described the difficulties that arose when her
school adopted a new grade policy (an A, a B, or no credit)
rather than offer AP courses. Many teachers did not believe
that all students could earn the high grades. The principal
held a lot of conversations with staff members to nibble
away at their negative attitudes. Teachers’ middle-class values
and attitudes were an unspoken challenge. When they were
in school, most of the teachers viewed themselves as good
kids and good students, but they viewed their current stu-
dents as being either pregnant or parenting teens. Many of
the teachers held on to the notion that somehow it was a
challenge to how smart they had been as students if “t h e s e
kids” received all As and Bs.

One principal helped teachers become more honest
about their attitudes by using the following analogy: “If
yo u’re teaching someone to wash dishes, you don’t [allow a

mediocre job,] take the dirty dishes out of the dish rack, put
them away and say, well, you’ll ‘get it next time.’ But that’s
what we do in schools. We give a student a C or a D in
English I and say, ‘Well, you’ll get it in English II.’ What we
should be doing is continuing to teach and reteach and clar-
ifying expectations so that students understand what is ex-
pected of them and understand the content. Instead of al-
l owing students to do a mediocre job [of washing dishes],
teachers need to say, no, you keep washing those dishes un-
til they get clean.” Through this discussion, the teachers be-
gan to re a l i ze that they may have been putting the dirt y
dishes away rather than pushing students to do better.

Holding teachers accountable to the vision is necessary
to transform the school. Meanwhile, data-driven professional
development and explainations of the basics of standardized

tests and student movement up
and down the achievement scale
help teachers understand where
and on whom their energies are
best spent. Bessie Karvelas, the
principal of Lincoln Pa rk Hi g h
School in Chicago, IL, said,
“After I showed them [how our
tests were scored and how to in-
t e r p ret and disaggregate the
data], they we re shocked; the
data had never been bro k e n
d own and used to show teach-
ers what they we re supposed to
be doing and on which students
they were supposed to be focus-
ing. The teachers said that it
was the most powe rful pro f e s-
sional development they [had

e ver] had.” Staying focused on the school’s vision and mis-
sion in every professional gathering from formal staff meet-
ings to professional development activities helps keep high
standards and high expectations front and center. Simultane-
ously, there is value in pacing, particularly when introducing
i n n ovations. As one principal said, “Do n’t try to do too
much at one time—have a focus and pace yourself.” Like all
good leaders, BTHS principals fight complacency and con-
stantly keep their eyes on how to move from good to great.

Promoting staff collaboration and growth and transform-
ing stru c t u res to achieve this goal we re important strategies
used by BTHS principals (National Staff De ve l o p m e n t
Council, 2006). One principal confirmed the importance of
teachers working together and having access to data: “Last
ye a r, we computerized eve rything. The teachers have access
to all of the data...and they can see exactly where the kid
has scored, where the kid needs to go, and from there teach-
ers look at the benchmark exams, the mid-term exams, do
the itemized data analysis, and go back and reteach.” 
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Good leadership includes engaging staff members in planning and
decision making as a rule, not an exception. 
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S t rong Connections With Stakeholders
Most educators know that “misunderstandings in school-
community relationships are most likely to occur when part-
ners are unwilling to take the time to build re l a t i o n s h i p s ,
trust and appreciation for one another” (Jehl, Blank, & Mc-
Cloud, 2001, p. 6). They also know that parent and com-
munity engagement contributes significantly to improve d
student outcomes (Blank, Melaville, & Shah, 2003). T h u s ,
for almost eve ry BTHS principal, transforming the school
meant transforming the community as well. They work e d
closely with parents and families to raise expectations and to
shift attitudes about what was possible. Being skillful politi-
cians and selling their vision of higher expectations to their
broader communities was an important part of their work. 

One principal held meetings with nervous, suspicious
p a rents when the school announced the implementation of
higher standards. Principals and teachers worked hard to
convince parents that their children could meet the higher
standards and informed parents that their children would re-
c e i ve the help needed to do so as long as the students did
their part. In the end, the parents signed on to the new vi-
sion for their childre n’s future: finishing school and going
on to college or another postsecondary option. 

Another principal created a community advisory com-
mittee to allay fears that raising standards was a way to
spawn disenfranchisement among Black members of the
c o m m u n i t y. The school also developed student advisory
committees in all major areas of discussion and debate. It
took two years of working with parents, teachers, students,
and other community members to create a school mission
statement, but the process resulted in a higher level of “buy-
in” from all concerned parties.

BTHS principals worked with parents in small gro u p s
and held college fairs and college tours for parents to offset
fears of “losing” their kids if they attended college. Pr i n c i-
pals whose schools offered AP courses also worked closely
with the parents to explain the benefits of such course work.
One principal engaged parents by developing an alternative
to school suspension: parents were required to spend an en-
tire day attending classes with their child. Another principal
offered workshops on computer building and repair to fami-
lies and then gave the families their own computers. Finally,
one principal strongly encouraged teachers to send positive
feedback to parents every month and changed activity times
to accommodate parents’ schedules.

Leading With Head and Heart
BTHS are pockets of excellence across the country, places
w h e re dynamic leadership is yielding impre s s i ve results and
doing so with populations that are, according to the conven-
tional wisdom, among the most difficult and challenging to
s e rve. The leaders of these schools use diverse instru c t i o n a l
and interpersonal strategies to engage and support in-school

constituencies—students and teachers. They also used cre-
ative strategies to gain the support and involvement of con-
stituencies outside the school, namely parents and the larger
c o m m u n i t y. The strategies almost always paid dividends
down the line. 

Yes, BTHS leaders have instructional, managerial, and
organizational acumen, but they are driven by integrity,
ethics, moral courage, and personal strength. They under-
stand that they must lead with both their heads and hearts.
As noted school leader Richard DuFour (2004) reminds us,
“Leaders who are most effective in generating results will ap-
peal not only to the bottom line, but also to the heart . . . .
One of the best strategies for improving results is connecting
with people’s deepest, heartfelt hopes.” 

The personal attributes and attitudes of BTHS principals
are essential to their success. Such attributes, often called the
“softer side of leadership capacity,” are less easily quantified
and difficult for many to discuss. However, the successes of
the BTHS principals are enhanced by these abilities and
suggest the need for an expanded definition of effective
school principals—a definition that emphasizes integrity,
ethics, moral courage, and personal strength. 

BTHS principals’ inspiration and enthusiasm convinced
reluctant teachers and students that all students could
a c h i e ve to high standards. And they persuaded parents and
e n t i re communities that higher expectations we re in eve ry-
o n e’s best interest. BTHS leaders did this because in their
hearts, they knew it was the right thing to do. PL
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