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FForeword 

Amit Jugran’s book will become a bible for every 
educationist aspiring to become the Head of a school. This 
book has been extensively researched, has been delivered in 
a style that is relevant and easily comprehensible, affording 
original views. 

He believes that a Head must always imagine a school 
evolving into a better state than what it is in and, to 
eventually leave it in better shape than when he joined, 
mentoring others to become leaders and, to never forget 
that he is merely a chapter in the long history of the school. 

Amit sees leadership as a shared experience with teachers 
who must be heard, valued and supported. He feels that 
old students remember the school through the teachers 
who believed in them. Therefore, beyond outcomes is the 
journey it took to get there and, the Head needs to 
occasionally step back and give space for teachers and 
students to lead. If they make a mistake it must not be 
equated with incompetence. 

The Head must value students more than traditions, as 
education must serve growth not routine. Tradition he says 
can, “easily become a veil concealing stagnation behind the 
illusion of consistency”. He says education “is not a passive 
reflection of the world as it is, but a purposeful shaping of 
the world as it could be”. 

In my experience, a common mistake new Heads make is 
to show that they are better and wiser than their 



predecessors and so it is refreshing that Amit feels it   
important that the Head knows how to introduce a new 
idea without belittling the existing one. 

In the multifaceted and evolving role of the Head, there is 
a requirement of adaptability and the need to balance 
actions with a humanist approach that promotes moral and 
social development. As a transformational leader, it is 
desirable that all members of the community, students, 
teachers, administrative and support staff feel valued and 
motivated and learn to take calculated risks without fear of 
being judged. This creates a school culture which permeates 
all corners. 

Amit sees the Head as someone who walks the corridors, is 
visible, approachable and always ready to listen, as it is only 
when teachers and students feel included that the 
organization grows. He goes beyond the campus and 
believes in positive interactions with parents, officials and 
the community. 

A must read for every educationist; I certainly am more 
informed after absorbing what he has shared in this book. 

 

Dr. Sumer Singh 

President, MU20 Opportunity School 

 



FForeword 

Education, at its deepest level, is not merely the 
transmission of knowledge or the pursuit of outcomes. It is 
a journey of becoming a quiet, continuous shaping of 
character, conscience, and consciousness. Schools may 
teach subjects, but true education touches the spirit, refines 
values, and prepares individuals not just for professions, 
but for life itself. 

In this sacred journey, the school Principal occupies a 
uniquely pivotal role. More than an administrator or 
manager, the Principal is the custodian of purpose, the one 
who holds together vision, people, and values. Every 
corridor walked, every conversation held, every decision 
made carries ethical and emotional weight. Leadership in 
education, therefore, is not positional, it is profoundly 
moral and human. 

This book arrives at a time when schools are navigating 
unprecedented complexity: shifting societal expectations, 
evolving learner needs, and increasing pressures of 
performance and compliance. Amidst this, From Bell to 
Bell: Managing Schools with Purpose reminds us of 
something timeless that effective leadership is rooted not 
in control, but in presence; not in authority, but in service; 
not in systems alone, but in relationships. 

The chapters that follow explore leadership as a lived 
practice. They speak to instructional leadership, 
distributed responsibility, emotional intelligence, 
community engagement, and student-centered decision-



making. More importantly, they reaffirm that schools 
flourish when Principals lead with clarity of purpose, 
humility of spirit, and courage of conviction. The emphasis 
on listening, celebrating effort, nurturing teachers, and 
placing students above tradition reflects a leadership 
philosophy grounded in wisdom rather than convenience. 

What makes this work particularly relevant is its insistence 
that education remains a deeply human endeavor. It invites 
Principals to see themselves not just as heads of 
institutions, but as guides walking alongside teachers and 
students, shaping cultures of trust, and fostering 
environments where learning is joyful, meaningful, and 
transformative. 

This book is not a manual, nor does it offer rigid formulas. 
Instead, it serves as a reflective companion for Principals 
and aspiring leaders who believe that education is, 
ultimately, a calling. A calling that demands competence, 
yes ,but also compassion; strategy, but also stillness; 
ambition, but also soul. 

If schools are to be sanctuaries of wisdom, then leadership 
must be anchored in purpose. From Bell to Bell: Managing 
Schools with Purpose is a thoughtful reminder that when 
Principals lead with integrity and inner clarity, schools 
become not just centers of academic excellence, but 
communities of growth, belonging, and hope. 

Regards, 

Bhavin Shah | Chief Executive Officer  

EducationWorld 



FForeword 

“तू कहता कागद कì लेखी, 
म§ कहता आँिखन कì दखेी।” 

— Kabir Das 

You trust what is written on paper; I speak of what these 
eyes have seen. 

These words of Kabir Das offer the most fitting threshold 
to From Bell to Bell: Managing Schools with Purpose. They 
remind us that while theory and texts have their place, the 
deepest truths of leadership emerge from lived experience—
through daily engagement, responsibility, reflection, and 
care. This book by Dr Amit Jugran belongs firmly to that 
tradition of आिँखन कì दखेी. It is not a manual assembled 

from fashionable frameworks or borrowed ideas, but an 
honest distillation of what it means to lead a school from 
within. 

It is both an honour and a quiet privilege to write this 
foreword. I have known Dr Amit Jugran in a relationship 
that carries a special sense of pride—he was once my 
student. To understand why this book deserves careful 
attention, however, one must first understand the journey 
he has walked. He is the son of a highly respected language 
teacher from one of India’s most renowned girls’ boarding 
schools, and himself a product of one of the country’s finest 
boys’ boarding institutions. Education, one might say, did 
not merely happen to him; it runs through him. Boarding 



school life—with all its discipline, intimacy, and quiet 
truths—is not something he has studied. It is something he 
has lived. 

What sets Dr Jugran apart is the path he has taken to 
leadership. His rise has not been accelerated by ambition, 
but earned through years of lived responsibility. As Head 
of Administration, he learned the bones of an institution; 
as Vice Principal, he learned its rhythm; and now, as 
Principal of one of India’s most prestigious boarding 
schools, he tends to its deepest purpose. He understands 
schools not as systems to be managed, but as living 
communities to be nurtured. As he reminds us with clarity, 
“Our job as educators is not to reflect society. Our job is 
much more important than that—it is to cultivate society.” 

His days often begin at six in the morning and stretch late 
into the night. These hours are not spent in symbolic 
leadership or administrative distance, but in walking 
corridors, engaging with teachers, listening to students, 
resolving conflicts, and holding together the many visible 
and invisible threads that allow a residential school to 
function as a living community. This book is born of those 
hours. It reflects leadership that is present, attentive, and 
deeply human—grounded in the understanding that 
“leadership cannot be outsourced to a screen.” 

Within these pages, the reader will not find grand theory. 
What one finds instead is something rarer: clarity earned 
through years of watching, listening, and responding. Dr 
Jugran reminds us that leadership is relational before it is 
instructional; that “teacher morale is the heartbeat of a 
school,” and that culture is shaped not by policy 



documents, but by daily choices. As he observes succinctly, 
“What gets validated is what gets replicated.” 

He writes with particular sensitivity about boarding 
schools, where children observe adults in their most 
unguarded moments—and where authenticity therefore 
matters more than authority. A school, he reminds us, is 
not a factory where authority deals with machines, but a 
deeply human institution sustained by trust, belief, and 
care. In his words, “Trust is the invisible architecture of 
morale.” 

One of the most luminous insights in the book appears in 
Dr Jugran’s reflection on hiring teachers. He likens building 
a school to lighting a fire: credentials are the logs—
necessary, but insufficient. What truly ignites the flame is 
the camphor—the quiet spark of passion, sincerity, and 
purpose that a teacher brings. This deceptively simple 
image carries an entire philosophy of leadership, valuing 
the unseen quality of a person over the visible weight of a 
résumé. 

The book also models a rare and necessary vulnerability. 
The principal, as portrayed by Dr Jugran, is not an all-
knowing authority, but a lead learner—one who listens, 
questions, and grows alongside others. Leadership here 
does not arise from certainty, but from humility and 
courage; from the understanding that “leadership at its best 
is not the art of control, but the practice of care.” 

Importantly, this work does not romanticise leadership. It 
acknowledges fatigue, resistance, emotional labour, and the 
unrelenting weight of responsibility that school leaders—
particularly in boarding schools—carry each day. Yet it 



remains quietly hopeful. It is grounded in the belief that 
when principals act as cultural architects rather than mere 
managers, schools can become places of trust, belonging, 
and growth. In doing so, it gently urges future leaders to 
move from compliance to ownership, from numbers to 
stories, and from management to meaning. 

The book closes with a reflection that lingers long after the 
final page: that a principal’s greatest achievement may be 
to walk away knowing the school no longer depends on 
them—and that precisely because of this, it has been left 
better than it was found. These are not the words of 
someone chasing legacy. In an age of borrowed models and 
performative leadership, From Bell to Bell: Managing 
Schools with Purpose quietly but firmly insists on integrity, 
presence, and purpose. 

This book will resonate deeply with principals, aspiring 
school leaders, administrators, and all those who believe 
that education is not merely about outcomes, but about 
becoming. It offers something enduring: wisdom shaped by 
experience, humility, and care. I commend it to every 
educator who seeks to lead not from paper truths, but from 
lived understanding. 

With warmth and sincerity, 

 

Dr. Madhav Deo Saraswat 

 



FForeword 

At the outset, I should make it clear that I really do not 
consider myself qualified to write an introduction to a book 
on the role of a principal. All my teaching life, I have 
considered myself primarily a teacher, first in a girls’ day 
school, then in a girls’ boarding school, where I was a vice 
principal and now in a multicultural co-educational 
boarding school.  I am gratified that Amit Jugran (I take 
the liberty of addressing him thus, having known him for a 
great many years) requested me to provide a foreword to 
his comprehensive book on the role of a principal in today’s 
scenario. 

Then I thought for a bit. Perhaps the view from below may 
provide some insights and appreciation – particularly when 
one has been close to the top.  For the role of the number 
two is not just appreciative and supportive, but to provide 
a listening ear, even a word of advice and caution, should 
the situation arise.  The principal’s relationship with the 
number two is also important for the harmonious 
functioning of the institution. 

So here goes. This is Amit’s second book. For someone who 
came to the teaching profession fairly late – although 
coming from a family of teachers – it is heartening to note 
that he has been reflecting beyond the day-to-day confines 
of steering a school in our troubled times. His book with its 
case studies, its questions and reflections follow the pattern 
of his earlier book, but would prove eminently useful for 



those who are setting out on the onerous, yet exciting and 
complex role of heading a school.  

 As he suggests the role of a principal as “coach, 
collaborator and instructional guide” may come up against 
the challenges that are “systemic, structural and cultural”.  
If there is one area, I feel could have been touched upon, is 
that today’s principal is confronted with the corrupt 
political culture of our times; the subtle and not so subtle 
pressures that that come from those in power. These may 
range from blatant attempts to influence admissions to 
unofficial surveillance of a school’s cultural practices. How 
a principal negotiates these outside pressures is another 
aspect of his or her role today. 

For a neophyte principal, having read many books on the 
theory of headship, and overwhelmed by the magnitude of 
the task, Amit’s book goes beyond the jargon and provides 
a readable, practical guide. And for those who have been 
some years into their headship, it would be a timely 
reminder of those basics, which often get lost in the 
quotidian routine of running a school. 

 

Dayita Datta 

Vice-Principal (1998-2017) 
Welham Girls’ School. 
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PPreface 

The buck stops at the leader. When things are going well 
in a school, everything descends on the leader. When 
things are not going well, it still falls upon the leader. 
School heads are pulled in various directions. The weight 
of expectations, demands from the stakeholders, parents, 
students, teachers, staff members, and outside forces never 
cease. Each step taken to balance out on all fronts has a 
direct impact on the school staff and students. 

The book is a small effort to reflect upon our leadership on 
the matters which matter the most. The steps allow 
everyone to focus on people that we value the most 
collectively - our students. The leader of the school must 
look after the teachers so that the teachers can focus on the 
students and take care of them. Small steps to celebrate 
value and foster encouragement go along way in setting a 
positive tone as a leader. The ever-evolving change can even 
challenge the most experienced school leaders. The ever-
increasing demand on educators to do the next great thing 
to create a change in the education industry can be a 
daunting and stressful task. 

It’s easy to fall into the trap of being redundant and self-
doubting. In all this, the pressure continues to build and 
lead to despair. Is there anything we can turn to for 
guidance, or shall we wade into the vast ocean and wait for 
the next storm to hit us? 
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The book is not a perfect cure for all the dilemmas, but 
surely a remedy in implementing a few practices to build 
trust, morale and self- worth. These acts can differentiate 
one from the rest. As said by Simon Sinek, “Be the leader 
you wish you had.” 
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IIntroduction 

If we can consider a School as the sanctuary of wisdom and 
cultural unity then the building block of that institution is 
the one figure on whom the whole system is pivoted. That 
one figure is the leader, the Principal. A Principal is 
constantly faced with expectations from those who are 
looking up to them – the teachers, the students and the 
peers. The expectation to lead to, to guide and to build a 
harmonious centre for healthy co-existence.  

Like a leader the Principal plays several roles at the same 
time. The role of a School Principal as a leader is 
multifaceted and has been extensively studied in 
educational research. Principals are not merely 
administrative figures; they are central to shaping the 
educational experience and outcomes of their schools.  A 
Principal is at first the instructional leader. Hallinger and 
Lee emphasized that the effectiveness of instructional 
leadership is correlated with improved student 
achievements.  

Evaluating Principals in schools is a complex and dynamic 
process, as their role does not follow a specific rulebook or 
a rigid model. Unlike roles with clearly defined parameters, 
the responsibilities of a principal are largely empirical—
shaped by experience, context, and the evolving needs of 
the school community. The task of leading a school is not 
static; it shifts with educational trends, policy changes, 
societal expectations, and the unique culture of each 
institution. A Principal must continuously adapt, 
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demonstrating both instructional leadership and emotional 
intelligence while balancing administrative duties with the 
human aspect of school life. 

Since ancient times the schools have served to be not only 
a place of knowledge and wisdom but a centre of moral and 
social development. Thereby the role of the Principal also 
extends beyond only academic mentorship but community 
engagement, and the cultivation of a positive learning 
environment. Evaluation, therefore, must reflect this 
multifaceted role, beyond the traditional metrics of test 
scores and graduation rates. These days the idea of a school 
goes beyond the partial view of academics and focuses on 
the qualitative aspects of leadership style, staff morale, 
inclusivity, innovation, and responsiveness to challenges. 
Only through a holistic lens can one truly assess the 
profound impact a principal has on the life and direction 
of a school. 

In this book the main purpose would be to focus on the 
role of the principal as a leader of the institution and the 
many shades they take up to bring perfection. A Principal 
plays the role of the transformational leader who inspires 
the staff through compelling visions and by creating an 
environment of trust and collaboration. Schools are 
dynamic platforms and the leader must always try to 
encourage innovative measures to keep that up. A Principal 
is not an autocratic leader; rather they must follow 
distributive leadership in order to share the responsibilities 
among various members of the school. Spillane et al. 
(2001) argue that leadership is a distributed practice, 
where multiple individuals contribute to decision-making 
and problem-solving. This model leverages the expertise 
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and perspectives of teachers, staff, and even students, 
leading to more inclusive and effective school management. 
Principals also serve as emotional and relational leaders, 
providing support and guidance to staff and students. 
Studies highlight the importance of emotional intelligence 
in leadership, as principals who can manage their emotions 
and build strong relationships contribute to a positive 
school climate and improved outcomes for students. Lastly 
a Principal is the cultural leader of a school by setting the 
tone for the behavior, expectations, and values within the 
school community. It is of utmost importance for a 
Principal to acknowledge their duty to foster an 
environment where all members of the school community 
feel valued and motivated to contribute to the school's 
success. In short a Principal as the leader must always be 
ready to change and alter the priorities as per the need of 
the situation.  

This book explores the essential and evolving role of the 
school Principal—not just as an administrator, but as a 
transformational leader, collaborator, and builder of school 
culture. Through twelve chapters, it presents practical 
insights and reflective ideas that are vital for Principals and 
aspiring leaders committed to meaningful, student-
centered education.  

This book will discuss how the school is a mirror of the 
community and the Principal being the leader of that 
community must guide the teachers by listening closely to 
them and valuing the diversity.  In the following chapters 
we’ll see how initiatives like homework cafés demonstrate 
how passion fuels successful programs. It discusses the 
value of celebrating effort, developing personal mission 
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statements, treating leadership as service, and using 
conflicts constructively. Remaining calm and prioritizing 
challenges are key components of supportive leadership. 
The book will further show the need of the Principals to 
foster risk-taking in students, create communities of 
passionate educators, and lead with patience. 

Leadership presence and visibility is the main ingredient of 
a successful school environment – Walking through the 
school and engaging in informal conversations validates 
support for students and staff. Cultural growth happens 
when leaders step out of their comfort zones and support 
others doing the same, without judgment during learning 
curves. The book emphasizes the importance of personal 
connection over digital interaction. In a dynamic 
landscape, hiring becomes strategic. A Principal must 
recognize not just qualifications, but the energy, optimism, 
and innovation a teacher brings. Education is a collective 
responsibility, and every member—from teachers to 
support staff—must feel ownership of the school’s mission. 

Ultimately, this book is a call to reimagine school 
leadership as a deeply human, purpose-driven endeavor. It 
centers the Principal not as a distant authority figure, but 
as a visible, trusted presence—one who listens actively, 
leads collaboratively, and builds a culture where every voice 
matters. From supporting teacher growth to amplifying 
student needs, from managing everyday challenges to 
shaping long-term vision, the role of the principal is both 
demanding and profoundly influential. At its heart, this 
book is about creating schools that are not just centers of 
academic success, but communities of trust, growth, and 
belonging. 
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Chapter: 1 

EEducation Builds Lives  

n the evolving landscape of education, the role of the 
school principal has transformed dramatically. Once 

seen primarily as a building manager or a disciplinarian, the 
modern principal is now recognized as the instructional 
leader—the linchpin in the academic, emotional, and social 
success of students and teachers alike. More than a title, 
the principalship carries with it the immense responsibility 
of shaping not just the internal workings of a school, but 
its very identity as a reflection of the larger community it 
serves. 

By walking into any thriving school, one can find a rhythm 
— a sense of movement and meaning—that pulses through 
the hallways, spills into classrooms, in the conversations 
between students and teachers. That rhythm doesn’t 
happen by chance. Behind it is someone guiding quietly, 
thoughtfully, with both vision and vulnerability. That 
someone is the principal.  

Time has changed since school leaders sat behind closed 
office doors, surrounded by paperwork and disconnected 
from classrooms. Today, the most effective principals are 

I 
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instructional leaders who walk the school with a sense of 
purpose and presence. They carry not just authority, but 
accountability for learning. 

At the heart of this leadership is presence. Not the kind 
that satisfies a requirement, but genuine visibility—being 
there when learning happens. This underscores the 
importance of a principal's involvement in curriculum 
design, lesson planning support, and fostering data-
informed teaching practices. 

Instructional leadership requires vision, but it also 
demands visibility. Principals who are regularly present in 
classrooms—engaging in walk-throughs, observing teaching 
strategies, and offering timely, constructive feedback—
create a culture where instructional improvement is both 
expected and supported. The school, in turn, becomes a 
dynamic reflection of the principal’s leadership ethos. 

Great principals know that growth doesn’t come from 
fear—it comes from feeling safe to take risks. Instructional 
leaders are not there to control, but to coach. They don’t 
walk into classrooms with a checklist; they come with the 
understanding that teaching is both art and science. 
Effective principals offer feedback that respects the 
teacher’s professional identity. According to Robinson, 
Lloyd, and Rowe, one of the most impactful leadership 
practices is promoting and participating in teacher learning 
and development. Principals who lead professional 
development sessions, model classroom strategies, or co-
plan with teacher teams increase both the credibility of 
their leadership and the collective instructional capacity of 
the school. 
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Instructional leadership isn’t a title. It’s a culture. In strong 
schools, learning is everyone’s business. The principal is 
responsible for making learning the core language of the 
school. This happens through action, not slogans. When a 
principal focuses on how students think rather than how 
bulletin boards look, they show that thinking and progress 
matter more than appearance. 

Principals must participate in grade-level and department 
discussions, not as supervisors, but as engaged instructional 
partners. Their presence communicates that teaching 
strategies, assessment conversations, and student outcomes 
are priorities for the entire leadership team. Instructional 
leadership also takes courage. It means having hard 
conversations with grace. It means staying committed to 
equity, even when it’s uncomfortable. And it means never 
losing sight of the child behind the data. 

Sometimes, that means noticing that a student who’s 
failing math is also going through a family crisis—and 
working with a teacher to make adjustments. Other times, 
it means advocating fiercely for better instructional 
materials, even when budgets are tight. 

Strong schools are not built solely on policies or curriculum 
frameworks—they are built by empowered teachers who 
feel supported, heard, and professionally valued. At the 
core of a principal’s role is the responsibility to create the 
conditions in which teachers can grow. This includes not 
only providing meaningful opportunities for professional 
development but also ensuring that teacher voice informs 
school culture and instructional priorities. 
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Mentorship is a vital piece of this puzzle. New teachers 
need support as they navigate classroom realities, and 
experienced educators benefit from leadership that invites 
them to stretch, reflect, and refine their practice. Principals 
who serve as coaches offer guidance rather than directives.  

Teacher growth, however, is inseparable from school 
culture. And culture cannot be improved without listening. 
One of the most powerful tools a principal has is the ability 
to listen with intention. This is a safe space teachers can 
speak honestly about what’s working, what’s not, and what 
needs to change. As Michael Fullan argues, lasting school 
improvement stems from relationships—not top-down 
mandates. When teachers feel heard, they are more willing 
to innovate, collaborate, and invest in the school’s mission.  

Schools do not operate in a vacuum. The most successful 
ones are deeply connected to the communities they serve. 
Principals who actively engage families, local organizations, 
civic leaders, and even alumni unlock powerful 
opportunities that go far beyond what the school alone can 
provide.  Researchers like Warren correctly point out that 
schools with strong community ties are more likely to see 
gains in student achievement and engagement, especially 
in under-resourced areas. Community involvement also 
fosters trust and shared ownership, helping schools better 
respond to the unique cultural, social, and economic 
contexts they inhabit. 

For teachers, partnerships with local professionals—such as 
healthcare workers, artists, or business owners—can open 
up professional learning experiences that are grounded in 
real-world contexts. This cross-sector collaboration 
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enhances their ability to teach holistically and respond to 
students’ diverse needs. 

Any student, when asked about what they remember about 
their school life, would remember a conversation with a 
teacher who believed in them, a moment when they felt 
seen, or a class project that made them feel proud. That’s 
because education—at its best—is about far more than 
academics. It’s about shaping people. Great principals not 
just to raise achievement metrics, but to help young people 
grow into resilient, thoughtful, and whole individuals. This 
starts with valuing the whole child. They see education not 
only as preparation for college or careers, but as 
preparation for life. They make sure schools feel like places 
where students belong—not just because of what they 
achieve, but because of who they are. They advocate for 
spaces where kids can explore their identities, take creative 
risks, and talk honestly about their emotions. 

But enacting instructional leadership in real schools is far 
more complicated than theory often suggests. 

While the vision of a principal as a coach, collaborator, and 
instructional guide is compelling, the practical execution is 
riddled with challenges such as issues which are systemic, 
structural, and cultural in nature.  

The overwhelming range of responsibilities placed on 
principals is the most commonly cited barrier to 
instructional leadership. In many schools, especially those 
in under-resourced, principals are not just instructional 
leaders, they are crisis managers, attendance officers, 
building supervisors, community liaisons, and compliance 
officers. According to a report from the Wallace 
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Foundation principals spend less than 13% of their time on 
instruction-related tasks. As Michael Fullan notes, “If we 
want principals to lead learning, we have to take away the 
things that prevent them from doing so.”  

Even when principals are trained and motivated to lead 
instruction, time itself becomes a major barrier. Effective 
instructional leadership requires thoughtful classroom 
observations, in-depth coaching conversations, and time 
for follow-up. As Linda Darling-Hammond argues, “The 
work of instructional leadership cannot be reduced to 
drive-by observations. It is built on sustained engagement 
with teaching and learning.” 

Creating space for instructional leadership isn't just about 
better time management, it's about changing the rhythm of 
a principal's day. Some schools have started to build what 
they call “learning blocks” into the principal’s calendar. 
These are carved-out, protected times during the week 
when the principal steps away from email, operations, and 
discipline issues to focus entirely on the core work: visiting 
classrooms, coaching teachers, sitting in on planning 
sessions, or simply observing student learning in action. 

Other schools take it even further by distributing 
leadership intentionally. That might mean having an 
assistant principal focus on day-to-day logistics, a dean 
manage discipline, or teacher leaders facilitate staff 
meetings, allowing the principal to stay close to the 
learning. It's not about doing less, but about doing what 
matters most with greater focus and consistency. 

One of the most delicate challenges facing instructional 
leaders is navigating staff resistance, especially in school 
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cultures where the principal has historically been seen as a 
distant administrator rather than a pedagogical partner. In 
his seminal work, Leadership for Learning, Philip Hallinger 
emphasizes that “instructional leadership must be 
relational before it can be instructional.”  

The work should be made to feel collaborative rather than 
top down. Cultural resistance can also manifest among 
veteran staff who may be set in their ways or skeptical of 
change initiatives. In these cases, instructional leadership 
must be deeply empathetic, valuing teacher experiences 
while gently pushing for reflective practice and growth.  

Instructional leadership is not just intellectually 
demanding—it is emotionally taxing. Supporting teachers 
through struggle, navigating underperformance, handling 
parent complaints, and managing pressure from district or 
state mandates can take a toll on even the most committed 
principals. 

Scholars often describe this emotional dimension of 
leadership as “the hidden curriculum of principalship.” 
They note that emotionally intelligent leadership, the 
ability to empathize, regulate stress, and respond with care. 
But there is always the risk of burning out. Many principals 
leave the profession not because they lack commitment, 
but because they are overworked, under-supported, and 
emotionally exhausted. Therefore it becomes an important 
instructional strategy to regulate and manage the 
emotional wellbeing of the principal.  

Despite these challenges, the shift toward instructional 
leadership remains vital. The key is reframing the 
principalship itself—not as the lone hero, but as the lead 
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learner, facilitator, and culture-shaper. Turning the vision 
of instructional leadership into a reality, requires deliberate 
structural change, and thoughtful planning. Reallocating 
administrative tasks to other capable hands is one of the 
many practical ways. When schools assign various 
responsibilities to assistant principals, operations 
managers, or office support staff, they free up the principal 
to focus on the instructional heart of the school. This isn’t 
about shirking responsibility; it’s about making room for 
leadership where it matters most. 

By redefining the roles within the leadership team schools 
greatly benefit. With this strategy they get instructional 
coaches or teacher leaders embedded in their decision-
making structures. When a leadership team includes people 
who are grounded in classroom practice, decisions stay 
rooted in the real experiences of teaching and learning. 

Another powerful strategy is to intentionally build 
leadership pipelines among teachers. Too often, leadership 
is treated as something separate from teaching, but the 
most sustainable schools see leadership as a shared 
enterprise. Empowering teachers to lead professional 
development, facilitate learning communities, or spearhead 
curriculum reviews builds a deeper sense of ownership and 
collective efficacy. In practical terms, this means 
establishing routines that protect time for learning-focused 
work. Whether it’s scheduled blocks for classroom 
walkthroughs, dedicated coaching cycles, or built-in time 
for team reflection, these routines send a strong message: 
we value the process of improving teaching, not just the 
outcomes.  
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Tony Wagner captures this perfectly when he writes, “The 
best principals are relentless in their focus on instruction—
but they are also humble enough to know they cannot do 
it alone.” This humility is essential. It invites teachers into 
the work as partners, not subordinates. It acknowledges 
that the expertise is to be nurtured and controlled. 
Principals who succeed in this shift often describe it less as 
a strategy and more as a mindset. They place learning, 
relationships, and reflection at the center of leadership. 
They ask more questions than they answer. They spend 
more time in classrooms than in offices. They listen as 
much as they lead. And perhaps most importantly, they 
build teams around them who share this same vision.  

Instructional leadership is not about having all the answers. 
It’s not about checking off observations or delivering 
performance reviews. It’s about being a leader of learning—
someone who models curiosity, embraces vulnerability, and 
stays committed to the idea that learning never stops, even 
at the top. When principals lead with this kind of heart, 
school becomes something different. It becomes a place 
where students learn how to navigate failure, how to trust 
themselves, and how to contribute to a community. It 
becomes a place where success is measured not only by test 
results, but by the confidence a child builds when they 
finally believe they belong. In the end, education as life 
work is not a slogan—it’s a commitment. It means choosing 
every day to focus not only on what students know, but on 
who they’re becoming.  
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: Instructional Leadership in Action 
Scenario: 
 The principal decides to spend a larger portion of their 
week in classrooms, observing teaching strategies, coaching 
teachers, and participating in grade-level planning sessions. 
Teachers are initially wary, fearing micromanagement. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Questions: 

1. How can the principal establish trust while 
increasing visibility in classrooms? 

2. What strategies can be used to turn observation 
and feedback into a collaborative growth 
opportunity? 

3. How does the principal’s presence impact school 
culture and student outcomes over time? 
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Case Study 2: Balancing Responsibilities 
Scenario: 

The principal struggles to manage administrative duties, 
student crises, community meetings, and instructional 
leadership. Reports show that less than 10% of their time 
is spent on teaching and learning. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Questions: 

1. What structural or operational strategies could 
help the principal focus on instructional 
leadership? 

2. How might the principal delegate tasks without 
reducing their influence or responsibility? 

3. What role does time prioritization play in shaping 
a school’s instructional culture? 
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Case Study 3: Teacher Mentorship and Growth 
 Scenario: 
 New teachers feel unsupported, and veteran teachers are 
resistant to change. The principal decides to create a 
mentorship program where experienced teachers coach 
novices, while also inviting all staff to engage in reflective 
practice. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Questions: 

1. How does mentorship contribute to professional 
growth and instructional improvement? 

2. What strategies can a principal use to reduce 
cultural resistance among veteran teachers? 

3. How can reflective practice be embedded into the 
school culture without overburdening staff? 
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Chapter: 2 

TThriving Leadership through Service 

n this chapter the main focus will be on the ability of a 
principal to foster innovative programs. At the top of 

that list lies the Homework Cafe which is often set to drive 
passionate, purpose-filled teaching cultures that empower 
both students and educators alike. An ideal school 
principal is not simply a manager of operations or an 
enforcer of policies. Rather, they are visionaries, mentors, 
community builders, and catalysts for transformative 
change. 

In many schools the pillar of student-centric innovation is 
the Homework Cafes. What began as a modest support 
space—perhaps just a few tables in a quiet room—has, 
under the guidance of transformative principals, evolved 
into a cornerstone of academic and emotional support. 

The Homework Café provides students with a structured 
yet relaxed environment to complete assignments, seek 
help, and collaborate with peers. However, its success lies 
not merely in its structure, but in the ethos it represents: a 
commitment to student well-being, academic resilience, 
and social growth. The ideal principal sees beyond the 

I 
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logistics of such a space; they see it as an opportunity to 
create a community of learners. They ensure the café is 
inclusive, equipped with resources, and staffed with 
mentors who understand the diversity of student needs—
from learning challenges to emotional burdens. 

Programs like the Homework Café do not thrive by chance. 
They are born from purpose—and sustained by passion. 
Research consistently shows that educators driven by 
intrinsic motivation and clear purpose are more resilient, 
creative, and effective in driving student-centered 
initiatives (Day & Gu, 2010). The success of such 
programs hinges on individuals who view student 
achievement not just as an outcome but as a shared 
journey. Moreover, many schools use Homework Cafés as 
platforms for leadership development. Peer tutoring, 
student-led sessions, and shared responsibilities among 
staff cultivate a culture where leadership is distributed 
rather than centralized (Spillane, 2006). 

The Homework Café grows in size, attendance, and 
function—but more importantly, it fosters growth in 
student confidence, responsibility, and engagement. It 
becomes a microcosm of what the school can be when 
leadership dares to innovate. The ideal principal is 
instrumental in this development. They gather feedback, 
encourage experimentation, and view challenges as 
opportunities for refinement. They are not threatened by 
change; they welcome it. And through their 
encouragement, the Homework Café becomes more than a 
room—it becomes a culture. 

A school is only ever as alive as the people within it. At its 
heart, it’s not the buildings or the schedules that make it 
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strong—it’s the teachers, the energy they bring, and the 
quiet (and sometimes loud) ways they show up for their 
students every day. The ideal principal understands this 
deeply. They know that real, lasting success doesn’t come 
from pressure or compliance—it comes from a shared sense 
of purpose, from people who feel connected to what they 
do and why they do it. 

The best principals don’t push—they invite. They help 
teachers reconnect with the reason they stepped into the 
classroom in the first place. Often, it’s buried under 
paperwork, deadlines, and exhaustion. But it’s still there—
that belief in the power of learning, the desire to make a 
difference in a young person’s life. The principal’s role is to 
uncover that again, to remind teachers of the meaning 
behind the work. 

Most of the time it happens through bigger shifts: inviting 
teachers to help shape the school’s goals, giving them the 
space to try something new, to lead, to fail, and to grow. 
When teachers feel seen and trusted, their commitment 
deepens. They aren’t just covering a syllabus—they’re 
shaping futures, sparking curiosity, building resilience. 

Professional development, under this kind of leadership, 
stops feeling like an obligation. It becomes something to 
look forward to—a time to reflect, to learn from each other, 
to imagine what’s possible. Staff meetings no longer feel 
like checklists. They start to feel like conversations with a 
purpose. There’s laughter, debate, and real collaboration. 
The principal isn’t just facilitating; they’re part of the team, 
guiding the energy rather than controlling it. 
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These kinds of schools always have a welcoming warmth. 
There is kindness and genuinity in the mutual interactions 
among the teachers.  

Programs like the Homework Café aren’t just 
“initiatives”—they become safe havens because they’re led 
by people who truly care. One of the defining features of 
Homework Cafés is their focus on celebrating effort, not 
merely academic outcomes. This approach aligns with 
Carol Dweck’s (2006) work on growth mindset, which 
emphasizes that students who are praised for persistence 
and strategy are more likely to succeed long-term. By 
valuing progress over perfection, these spaces foster 
confidence and resilience. In many schools, success is 
measured in numbers—test scores, college acceptances, and 
neat graphs on annual reports. But those numbers, while 
important, often miss something deeper: the quiet efforts 
behind them, the personal battles students fight to stay 
focused, the extra hours teachers put in to try something 
new. The ideal principal sees this. They look beyond 
outcomes and recognize the journey it took to get there. 

And that kind of care doesn’t happen by accident. It’s the 
result of a principal who listens more than they speak, who 
leads with empathy, and who believes in the potential of 
every educator in the building. Passionate teachers don’t 
appear out of nowhere—they’re cultivated in environments 
where they feel supported, respected, and reminded, often 
in the smallest ways, that their work matters. 

Real learning stays with the students and doesn't end at 
grades. Principals who know this, celebrate effort just as 
much as achievement, because effort is what builds 
character. It’s what teaches resilience. And when effort is 
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acknowledged, something beautiful happens: people begin 
to try without fear. For students, it means being brave 
enough to raise their hand even if the answer might be 
wrong. It means finishing an assignment after three failed 
attempts and still being proud. For teachers, it means 
experimenting with a new method in the classroom, 
knowing they won’t be judged if it doesn’t go perfectly. It’s 
knowing their growth matters just as much as their 
performance. 

This kind of culture doesn’t happen by chance. It’s shaped 
deliberately by a principal who chooses to notice the small 
things—the student who helps a classmate without being 
asked, the teacher who spends a weekend redesigning a 
lesson because they believe it’ll reach one more child. In 
morning assemblies, in faculty meetings, in quiet hallway 
chats, they lift up the efforts that often go unseen. And that 
recognition changes people. 

Such classrooms buzz with a different kind of energy. 
Students don’t just aim for grades—they aim for 
understanding. Teachers don’t just complete tasks—they 
invest in their craft. Programs like the Homework Café 
blossom in this kind of environment because they are 
rooted in care, in showing up, in being there—regardless of 
where someone starts or how long it takes. And most 
importantly when learning is spontaneous and enjoyable, 
good grades and schools' academic reputation follow 
organically. One small change can change the whole 
structure and still things will fall into places as required. 
Here Leadership stops being about titles. It becomes a 
shared spirit, woven through the entire school. In this way, 
the principal becomes something more than an 
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administrator. They become a quiet guide, someone who 
makes people feel seen, heard, and trusted. And through 
that trust, they build a school where people don’t just 
perform—they grow. 

One of the most powerful things an ideal principal can do 
is to step back—not because they’re disengaged, but 
because they believe in others enough to let them lead. In 
a school where leadership isn’t just top-down, something 
extraordinary begins to happen. People feel seen. They feel 
trusted. And from that trust grows courage. True leadership 
in education isn’t about one person holding all the answers. 
It’s about creating space—space for teachers to share their 
voices, for students to feel like their ideas matter, and for 
everyone to contribute to the rhythm of the school in their 
own way. When a principal leads with humility and 
openness, it sends a clear message: "You belong here. You 
have something valuable to offer." 

It starts in simple, everyday ways. A principal pauses in the 
hallway to really listen to a teacher’s idea. They ask for 
feedback and genuinely consider it. When a staff member 
suggests a new initiative, the principal doesn’t take over—
they step aside and say, “Go for it. I trust you.” Even when 
mistakes happen, the response isn’t blame—it’s, “What did 
we learn from this?” 

That kind of leadership is contagious. Teachers begin to 
take risks—not reckless ones, but the kind born from care 
and creativity. A seasoned educator might take a new 
teacher under their wing. Another might start an after-
school club that didn’t exist before. Suddenly, the school 
feels more alive, more dynamic, because it isn’t relying on 
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one person’s vision—it’s being shaped by many hearts and 
minds working together. 

And it doesn’t stop with the adults. Students watch closely. 
They notice when they’re invited to contribute, when their 
ideas are taken seriously. A quiet student who once sat at 
the back of the room might find the courage to organize a 
club, speak up in a meeting, or even mediate a 
disagreement among classmates. They begin to see 
themselves not just as learners, but as leaders in their own 
right. 

The beauty of this approach is that it strengthens the 
school from within. Leadership isn’t a position—it becomes 
a culture. When the principal decentralizes control, they 
don’t lose influence—they multiply it. The school becomes 
more resilient because it no longer hinges on one person. 
New ideas don’t fade with transitions. They carry forward 
through shared ownership and collective responsibility. 

In these schools, the principal isn’t at the center of 
everything—but they are behind everything, quietly 
supporting, gently guiding, and always believing in the 
people around them. And that belief ripples outward—
inspiring others to step forward, take the lead, and help 
shape a school that belongs to everyone. 

For school principals, developing a personal mission 
statement is more than a self-help exercise; it's a powerful 
act of anchoring. A personal mission statement helps clarify 
why one leads, not just how. It reflects core values, goals, 
and the vision one holds for education and for the lives of 
students and teachers. It doesn't need to be complex. For 
instance: 
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"To lead with integrity and compassion, creating a learning 
community where every child and adult feels valued, seen, and 
empowered." 

When faced with difficult decisions—whether about 
budget cuts, staff disputes, or student behavior—a 
principal with a mission can pause, reflect, and align their 
response with their deeper purpose. 

In schools a principal does not wear a crown, it's rather a 
badge of responsibilities. The kind of leadership that a 
principal carries is called Service-driven Leadership. 
Service-driven leadership means being present and 
available, not just visible at assemblies or PTA meetings, 
but truly involved in the daily life of the school. It means 
listening to a worried parent without brushing them off, 
mentoring a new teacher through their struggles, or 
stepping in to cover a class when needed. In this role, the 
principal becomes the emotional and moral center of the 
school. They set the tone—not just through rules, but 
through empathy. They model what it means to serve a 
community, showing that leadership isn't about control, 
but about care. Perhaps the most difficult, and yet most 
important, task of a principal is maintaining calm and 
clarity amid competing priorities. Strong leaders 
demonstrate poise—not by having all the answers but by 
exuding confidence, empathy, and steadiness. In doing so, 
they provide psychological safety to their teams and signal 
that challenges are manageable and mission-aligned 
(Leithwood et al., 2004). 

Intentional prioritization—knowing when to delegate, 
when to intervene, and when to step back—helps sustain 
such programs without burnout. It reinforces a culture of 
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trust and balance, where everyone knows the vision, the 
process, and their place within it. 

Conflicts are inevitable. But to an ideal principal, every 
challenge is an opportunity in disguise. When a teacher and 
a parent clash over a child's progress, or when students 
push boundaries, a reactive leader may see only problems 
to be solved. A reflective principal, however, sees bridges to 
be built. Rather than dismissing student unrest during a 
curriculum change, an ideal principal might invite student 
representatives to voice their concerns, opening a channel 
for dialogue. In doing so, the leader transforms tension into 
trust. Relationships can deepen and systems can improve if 
only the leader shows empathy and fair approach to 
conflicts.  

The rhythm of a school day is often marked by rapid 
shifts—an influx of emails, unforeseen incidents, 
competing demands, and moments that require immediate 
attention. Within this dynamic environment, the principal 
is called to act as both the stabilizing force and the strategic 
navigator. They must be the calm within the chaos and the 
steady hand that steers the course. An effective principal 
exercises disciplined prioritization—understanding that 
not all demands are equal, and not all disruptions warrant 
immediate reaction. A principal who remains composed 
during high-pressure moments sets a powerful precedent. 
Their demeanor reassures staff and students alike, reducing 
anxiety and preserving collective focus. This kind of 
emotional steadiness is not performative—it reflects an 
inner resilience and clarity of purpose that reinforces 
institutional stability. Principals who lead effectively are 
intentional in how they invest their time. They strike a 
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balance between operational duties and meaningful 
interpersonal engagement. Through visible, thoughtful 
presence, they communicate a consistent message: Each 
member of this community matters. 

 In the current educational landscape—shaped by evolving 
curricula, increasing mental health concerns, systemic 
inequities, and global volatility—schools require leadership 
that is both courageous and compassionate. 

Effective principals communicate transparently, even in 
difficult times, and extend a sense of collective strength to 
staff, students, and families. Their words often echo what 
the community most needs to hear. Whether responding 
to the loss of a student, addressing the impact of a policy 
shift, or guiding the school through broader societal 
tensions, their presence and language matter deeply. It is 
through these moments that trust is either strengthened or 
weakened. More than the decisions they make, it is often 
the principal’s ability to remain composed, accessible, and 
empathetic that shapes the school’s response to crisis. They 
offer clarity amidst ambiguity, and stability where there 
may otherwise be fear. This level of leadership is not 
innate—it is cultivated through reflection, humility, and a 
deep commitment to the community one serves. 

The Homework Café is more than a program; it is a 
testament to what schools can achieve when leadership is 
rooted in purpose, service, and shared responsibility. It 
highlights the essential truth that schools thrive not 
through systems alone but through people—educators who 
lead with heart, students who rise to the occasion, and 
leaders who view every challenge as an invitation to 
connect. 
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As education continues to adapt to new demands, the 
Homework Café stands as a model worth replicating—
because it represents not just academic support, but the 
very best of what educational leadership can offer: 
presence, purpose, and possibility. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: Launching a Homework Café 
 Scenario: 
 The principal notices that students are struggling to 
complete homework and feel disconnected from teachers 
after school. Inspired by other schools’ successes, the 
principal proposes creating a Homework Café—a space 
where students can work, ask questions, and collaborate 
with peers. Some staff are skeptical, citing staffing 
constraints and limited space. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Questions: 

1. What steps can the principal take to gain staff buy-
in while maintaining student-centered goals? 

2. How can the Homework Café foster both academic 
and emotional growth? 

3. In what ways can student and teacher leadership 
be incorporated into the program to encourage 
shared responsibility? 
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Case Study 2: Cultivating Purpose-Driven Teaching 
 Scenario: 
 Teachers feel that professional development is a chore and 
classroom innovations are rarely encouraged. They begin to 
burn out. The principal decides to shift the focus from 
compliance to purpose, inviting teachers to co-create school 
goals, experiment with new methods, and lead small 
initiatives. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Questions: 

1. How does a principal’s approach influence teacher 
motivation and creativity? 

2. What strategies can help teachers reconnect with 
their intrinsic motivation and the meaning behind 
their work? 

3. How might the principal measure the impact of 
this approach on both teacher satisfaction and 
student outcomes? 
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Chapter: 3 

““What Is Best For the Students?” 

teele and Whitaker (2019) emphasize that principals 
make the greatest impact when they remain visible in 

their schools. When principals are frequently visible—
walking around classrooms, hallways, and common areas—
they gain real-time insight into what’s happening in the 
school. This visibility isn’t just symbolic; it builds trust, 
shows support, and helps leaders understand and address 
issues before they escalate. 

Being visible allows principals to interact naturally with 
teachers, students, and staff. These interactions reinforce 
that leadership is approachable and that everyone’s work is 
valued. It also gives opportunities to celebrate good 
teaching and learning in the moment, which can boost 
morale. 

They also argued that much of leadership happens outside 
of meetings, emails, or bureaucracy—it happens when 
leaders are physically among the people, observing and 
engaging. Frequent presence helps leaders better 
understand school culture, see what kind of environment 
exists, and be aware of unnoticed problems. It makes it 

S 
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easier to respond in supportive, timely ways rather than 
reacting too late. 

Finally, staying visible doesn’t mean being intrusive. It 
means balancing presence with humility, being mindful 
and respectful, and ensuring visibility serves purpose—not 
just appearance. It builds relational capital: people feel 
seen, heard, and understood, and that strengthens the 
school’s climate and performance. 

Steele and Whitaker further mentioned how 

 “Master schedules, teaching assignments, planning periods, 
grading practices, bell schedules, student seating arrangements, and 
a host of other decisions have to be made in the life of a school. In 
great schools, these decisions are not driven by convenience for the 
adults but by the needs of the students. What is best for the 
students? That is what we need to be doing. That is the question 
that should drive every decision. Great schools determine what is 
best for the students, and then they figure out how to make it 
happen. Sometimes it involves thinking outside of the traditional 
schedule. Sometimes it requires creative problem solving. But the 
best schools find a way to make it happen.”  

As Danny Steele and Todd Whitaker (2019) emphasize, in 
great schools, such decisions are not made for the 
convenience of adults but for the benefit of students. This 
single principle—putting students first—defines the 
difference between a school that merely functions and one 
that truly flourishes. To value students more than 
traditions is to recognize that education exists not to serve 
routine, but to serve growth. 

Tradition often offers comfort and identity. It gives a sense 
of continuity and belonging to those who have walked the 
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hallways before. Yet, in education, tradition can easily 
become a veil, concealing stagnation behind the illusion of 
consistency. When long-held systems or practices are 
maintained simply because “this is how it’s always been 
done,” schools risk prioritizing familiarity over 
effectiveness. True educational leadership requires the 
courage to ask questions that no longer serve the students’ 
needs and the humility to rebuild a system that will do. 
Great schools make decisions based on what benefits 
learners the most, even if that means rethinking everything 
from the scratch.   

To value students more than traditions begins with a 
fundamental shift in mindset. It asks educators and 
administrators to move from a system-centered approach 
to a learner-centered one. This shift often challenges the 
deeply rooted culture of a school. For instance, rigid 
timetables might be convenient for teachers, but they may 
not suit the diverse learning needs of students who thrive 
under flexible pacing or project-based learning. Similarly, 
traditional grading systems might offer structure, but they 
can also limit a student’s ability to demonstrate growth and 
creativity beyond numbers and letters. When schools ask, 
“What is best for our students?” instead of “What is easiest 
for us?”, they open doors to innovation. This question, 
simple yet profound, becomes the compass guiding every 
policy and decision. 

The notion of valuing students above tradition is not a call 
to discard the past entirely. Rather, it is an invitation to re-
evaluate whether the past still serves the present. Education 
is, by nature, an evolving process. The students sitting in 
today’s classrooms are not the same as those who filled 
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them decades ago, their experiences, challenges, and 
aspirations are shaped by a rapidly changing world. 
Therefore, educational practices must evolve in response. 
Schools that cling to outdated methods under the guise of 
preserving tradition risk alienating the very people they 
exist to nurture. The best traditions, on the other hand, are 
those that adapt. They honor the past while empowering 
the present. 

Valuing students more than traditions also means 
embracing flexibility and creativity in decision-making. As 
Steele and Whitaker (2019) write, sometimes doing what’s 
best for students requires thinking outside the traditional 
schedule or creatively solving problems that appear 
impossible within conventional frameworks. This could 
mean designing interdisciplinary classes that connect 
learning to real-world contexts, restructuring the school day 
to include wellness and reflection time, or revising teaching 
assignments to maximize teacher strengths in relation to 
student needs. When leaders and teachers allow themselves 
to experiment, guided by empathy and observation, they 
create spaces where students are not just taught but 
understood. 

Moreover, valuing students amplifies their voices in 
decisions that affect them. For too long, educational 
institutions have operated as systems for students rather 
than with them. Including students in discussions about 
curriculum choices, campus culture, and even assessment 
practices fosters ownership and responsibility. It shows 
how their perspectives matter, that they are not passive 
recipients of instruction but active participants in shaping 
their own learning journeys. When students see that their 
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needs and opinions influence change, they  form a special 
bond with the learning process. They become more 
engaged, motivated, and confident—qualities no tradition 
can replicate through routine alone. 

At its core, valuing students above tradition also embodies 
compassion. Schools that prioritize convenience in 
scheduling, grading, or disciplinary policies, often do so at 
the cost of empathy. For example, a strict attendance policy 
may uphold order, but it might fail to consider the realities 
of students facing mental health struggles or family 
responsibilities. Similarly, a rigid curriculum might ensure 
coverage but not comprehension. Compassionate schools, 
however, recognize that equity sometimes requires 
flexibility. They understand that fairness is not about 
treating every student the same, but about meeting each 
student where they are and helping them move forward. 

Leaders who put students-first model a powerful kind of 
visibility. They walk the halls, observe classes, and engage 
with learners not as distant authorities but as partners in 
growth. Their decisions, both big and small, are guided by 
the same question Steele and Whitaker (2019) pose: What 
is best for the students? When this question becomes the 
foundation of school culture, every tradition is re-examined 
through a human lens. Bells may ring the same way, 
ceremonies may continue, but the intent behind them 
changes, from maintaining order to celebrating meaning. 

In the end, valuing students more than traditions 
transforms a school’s identity. It shifts focus from 
preservation to progression, from repetition to relevance. 
Traditions, though comforting, do not define greatness; 
people do. A great school is not one that looks the same 
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year after year, but one that continues to evolve alongside 
its learners. As Steele and Whitaker (2019) affirm, “Great 
schools determine what is best for the students, and then 
they figure out how to make it happen.” That sentence 
encapsulates the very spirit of education—one that is alive, 
adaptive, and human at its core. When students feel seen, 
heard, and prioritized, traditions find their rightful place: 
not as rulers of the system, but as reflections of the people 
within it. 

But even after successfully engaging students in building a 
learning environment there remains one crucial box to tick 
and that is communication. Communication lies at the 
heart of a school’s growth and not just to-down but in 
dialogues, actions and small daily interactions. Steele & 
Whitaker (2019) argue that leadership is about “people 
first,” and one of the most foundational relationships in a 
school is between the principal and the students. When 
communication with students is intentional, transparent, 
empathetic, and reciprocal, it becomes a lever for trust, 
respect, engagement, and ultimately a positive school 
culture. 

Students need to feel that their voice matters and that the 
administration cares about them, not just academically but 
as whole persons. When a principal takes time to listen, to 
acknowledge students’ challenges, hopes, or feedback, they 
help cultivate a safe environment. Steele & Whitaker 
emphasize that “school culture is made in the little 
moments. And we all have those little moments where we 
can make a difference – every day.” 

A title or office is less powerful than presence. When 
principals walk around, engage with students in corridors, 
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attend extracurricular events, or spontaneously drop in on 
classrooms, communication becomes authentic. Steele & 
Whitaker note in Essential Truths for Principals that 
“Management by Walking Around (MBWA) is a real thing. 
There is no substitute for visibility and it facilitates 
effective leadership.  

Communication isn’t about directing students; it’s about 
giving them a voice and inviting them to participate.  This 
boosts motivation, reduces feelings of alienation, and 
increases engagement. Steele & Whitaker suggest that the 
best schools make decisions based on the needs and 
passions of the students, not just on adult tradition.  

In any school, confrontations happen: behavior issues, 
misunderstandings, disciplinary challenges. Effective 
communication means dealing with hard conversations. 
According to Steele & Whitaker, “Every hard conversation 
in your building is an opportunity to underscore the core 
values and mission of your school.” Principals who avoid or 
mishandle such conversations may allow resentment or 
mistrust to accumulate; those who seize them with clarity, 
fairness, and empathy reinforce the moral infrastructure of 
the school. 

Although a principal of a school is always occupied, 
communication with students need to be prioritized as 
Steele & Whitaker stress focusing on what matters most, 
not all the things that seem urgent. If conversations feel 
scripted or only symbolic, they can backfire. Authenticity 
means being vulnerable, admitting mistakes, showing real 
concern. Sometimes schools need rules. If communication 
is only warm without clarity, chaos may follow; if only rules 
without warmth, students may feel alienated. Principals 
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need to walk that tightrope. It’s important to hear students’ 
input, but not every request can be acted upon. What 
matters is explaining why some things are possible and 
others aren’t, to maintain credibility. 

Furthermore a school is more than just a place where 
children learn about subjects. It is a place where their 
characters are framed for life. It is a place where they grow 
as human beings- physically, emotionally, socially, morally, 
creatively, and intellectually. School leaders, especially 
principals, who acknowledge and act on this truth tend to 
cultivate environments that are healthier, more resilient, 
more engaged, and more inclusive. Whole Child, Whole 
Life by Krauss & Herrera offers more recent guidance on 
supporting young people’s well-being, mental health, 
relationships, and belonging. Serving the whole child 
means recognizing that every student arrives with a range 
of needs, strengths, aspirations, and contexts that go far 
beyond academic performance. 

Research shows that children who have their basic physical, 
emotional, social, and safety needs met do better 
academically. For example, a case study of a high-poverty, 
high-achievement elementary school noted that the 
principal ‘understood that before a child could be 
successful in academics, his or her basic needs such as 
clothing, nutrition, and health needed to be addressed,’ 
which had a profound positive effect on student attitudes 
and effort.  

Social skills, emotional regulation, creativity, physical 
health, self-discipline, moral reasoning — all are part of 
what the child needs to thrive as an adult. Literature in 
early childhood education, for example The Whole Child: 
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Developmental Education for the Early Years by Weissman 
& Hendrick, views the child as made up of multiple 
“selves” — physical, emotional, social, creative, cognitive 
— each of which must be nurtured for healthy growth.  

When the principal and school staff attend not just to test 
scores but also to students’ sense of belonging, safety, and 
voice, trust grows. Students are more likely to engage, take 
risks in learning, and cooperate. Principles of leadership as 
described by Steele & Whitaker emphasize the importance 
of culture, relationships, and people-first leadership.  

Students who develop socially, emotionally, ethically, and 
physically are more likely to become healthy, engaged 
adults; they are more resilient in face of setbacks, better 
able to collaborate, and more likely to contribute to society. 
Whole-child approaches, whether via early childhood texts 
or policies, aim not just for academic success but for 
thriving lives.  

Here are ways in which a principal, guided by a whole-child 
approach, can shape a better school environment. These 
practices draw from Steele & Whitaker’s truths, early 
childhood literature (like Weissman & Hendrick), and 
other whole-child policies and studies. 
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Holistic 
Student 
Support 
Systems 

Setting up systems for 
health, nutrition, mental 
health (counselors, 
social workers), ensuring 
students’ physical 
safety, school meals, 
hygiene, clean spaces. 

Students can 
focus on 
learning, less 
absenteeism, 
less distraction; 
sense of being 
cared for. 

Emotional & 
Social 
Learning 
(SEL) 

Regular programs, class 
sessions, or integrating 
into classroom routines 
for empathy, conflict 
resolution, self-
regulation, peer 
relationships. Training 
teachers to respond to 
emotional cues. 

Better peer 
relations, fewer 
behavioral 
issues, more 
supportive 
community. 

Family & 
Community 
Engagement 

Principals fostering 
partnerships with 
families, understanding 
students’ backgrounds, 
bringing community 
resources (health care, 
mentoring, etc.) into 
school. 

Extends 
learning & 
support beyond 
school walls; 
greater trust; 
school reflects 
students’ 
context. 

Curriculum 
Beyond 
Academics 

Including arts, physical 
education, creative 
expression, moral / 
ethical discussion, 
service learning, 
character education. 

Helps students 
develop 
multiple 
talents; 
increases 
engagement of 
diverse 
learners. 

Safe, 
Inclusive, and 
Responsive 
Environment 

Policies and practices 
that ensure students feel 
safe physically and 
emotionally, inclusive of 
diverse backgrounds; 
responding to bullying, 
discrimination; 
recognizing 
individuality. 

When students 
feel safe and 
included, they 
are more 
willing to 
engage, take 
academic risks, 
and contribute 
positively. 
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Visible 
Leadership 
that Models 
Whole-Child 
Values 

Principal participates in 
non-academic events 
(sports, arts, 
assemblies), listens 
personally to students, 
visits classrooms, 
demonstrates caring for 
whole moods, not just 
test scores. 

Sets tone; staff 
and students 
see that whole 
person matters, 
not just 
metrics. 

Flexible 
Structures to 
Allow for 
Individual 
Differences 

Differentiated 
instruction, allowing for 
slower or faster learners, 
varied modalities, 
supporting students 
with special needs; 
flexible scheduling or 
support when non-
academic emergencies 
arise. 

Students don’t 
fall behind 
because of rigid 
systems; more 
equity; sense of 
dignity. 

 

Imagine a school where: Morning announcements 
sometimes include wellness tips, mental health check-ins, 
or community updates. Teachers and principals visit 
students in non-class times (playgrounds, corridors) asking 
not only “did you finish homework?” But “how are you 
doing?” A student who comes hungry or cold is discreetly 
provided a meal or coat, without stigma. Sessions in class 
where students learn to name emotions, handle conflict, 
and listen to one another. Extracurriculars aren’t only 
about competition but creativity, service, community. 
Parents and caregivers are regular partners: invited to 
school events, consulted in policy, and helped with 
resources. Staff wellbeing is also considered: teachers are 
supported, their home/personal difficulties considered, so 
that they can in turn care for students better. 
For a principal who wants to build a better school 
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environment, the whole-child approach is not optional or 
“nice if possible”; it is foundational. Serving the whole child 
aligns with core truths about culture, relationships, small 
moments, understanding home lives. When school 
leadership commits to seeing each student fully, to 
supporting all dimensions of their development, the school 
becomes more than a place of academic rigor. It becomes a 
community of care, growth, possibility. And that 
environment nurtures not just learners, but future citizens 
who are resilient, compassionate, creative, and capable. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: Visible Leadership in Action 
Scenario: 
In a school, where the principal rarely leaves their office, 
teachers and students feel they aren’t seen or heard, and 
minor issues often escalate before anyone addresses them. 
After attending a leadership workshop, the principal begins 
spending time walking through classrooms, visiting 
hallways, and attending extracurricular activities. Teachers 
notice the principal praising good teaching and students 
report feeling more supported. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Questions: 

1. How does the principal’s increased visibility impact 
school culture and teacher morale? 

2. What challenges might the principal face in 
balancing presence with administrative 
responsibilities? 

3. How could the principal measure whether their 
visibility is truly benefiting students? 

 

 



45 | From Bell to Bell 

Case Study 2: Challenging Tradition for Student 
Needs 
Scenario: 
The school has followed the same bell schedule for decades. 
Some students struggle with early morning classes, while 
others need extra support during lunch periods. A teacher 
proposes a flexible schedule that allows students to choose 
classes at times they learn best. Some staff resist, arguing 
“we’ve always done it this way.” 

Leadership Dilemma 
Questions: 

1. What are the risks and benefits of maintaining 
tradition versus adopting flexible scheduling? 

2. How should school leaders decide whether to 
implement this change? 

3. How can student voice be included in this decision-
making process? 
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Case Study 3: Communication and Hard 
Conversations 
Scenario: 

A student reports that a classmate is being bullied. 
Teachers are unsure how to address the situation. The 
principal must navigate a conversation with the affected 
students, families, and staff while maintaining fairness and 
transparency. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Questions: 

1. What strategies should the principal use to ensure 
effective, empathetic communication? 

2. How can difficult conversations reinforce school 
values and culture? 

3. What follow-up actions could the principal take to 
prevent similar issues in the future? 
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Chapter: 4 

AA School is built on Collective beliefs 
of the People 

f a principal forms the base structure of a school then the 
teachers are the pillars of that structure that upholds the 

whole institution and runs the system smoothly. Hence 
protecting the teachers’ morale is of utmost importance. It 
must be kept in mind that a teacher of an institution does 
not only thrive on a handsome remuneration but also 
recognition and acknowledgement. Danny Steele and Todd 
Whitaker, in their book Essential Truths for Principals, make 
a simple but powerful claim: teacher morale is not a 
mysterious, intractable problem. It doesn’t require 
complicated systems or elaborate programs. Rather, raising 
and maintaining morale is about intentional leadership and 
human connection. The authors argue that teacher 
wellbeing and satisfaction are integrally linked with student 
success, school culture, and the overall health of the 
institution. When teachers feel involved, supported, 
recognized, and valued, not only do they perform better, 
but they stay longer, bring energy into the classroom, and 
contribute more positively to the school’s aims.  

I 
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In any school, the spirit of teaching lives not in the walls or 
the policies but in the people who fill its classrooms. 
Among all the truths that govern good leadership, one 
stands clear: teacher morale is the heartbeat of a school. 
Teachers add the human aspect in leadership. Teachers are 
the emotional and intellectual core of education. They 
bring life to lessons, cultivate curiosity, and anchor 
children’s sense of belonging. 

Leadership in education often gets weighed down by the 
machinery of management—budgets, curriculum 
standards, data analysis, and evaluation. Yet, what sustains 
a school is not its systems, but its people. Steele and 
Whitaker argue that a principal’s greatest influence lies not 
in directives but in how they make their teachers feel. A 
leader’s words, actions, and presence ripple across the 
school community. A kind word, a note of appreciation, or 
even a few minutes of attentive listening can change a 
teacher’s entire day. Morale is built in these small, 
intentional moments—what Whitaker elsewhere calls “the 
daily deposits in the emotional bank accounts” of staff. 

One of the most direct ways to build morale is through 
involvement. When teachers have a voice in the decisions 
that affect their classrooms, they feel a sense of ownership 
and agency. This doesn’t mean that every decision must be 
made by committee, but rather that teachers’ perspectives 
are genuinely sought and respected. 

The message is clear and powerful, “You are not just a 
worker here; you are a co-creator of this community” and 
this has to be conveyed by the principal by involving the 
teachers in shaping policies, schedules, and other initiatives 
for building trust. Such inclusion also strengthens 
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professional culture. Teachers who feel heard tend to be 
more invested in the collective success of the school. As 
Steele and Whitaker suggest, morale isn’t raised through 
motivational speeches but through meaningful 
participation. 

Teaching demands patience, empathy, and resilience. It is 
an emotional labour. Support comes off here as another 
cornerstone. When teachers feel they are not alone in 
facing challenges, their energy renews itself. Effective 
principals are those who not only provide resources but also 
remove obstacles. Support can take many forms: protecting 
teachers’ planning time, standing by them in moments of 
parental conflict, or advocating for their needs before 
higher authorities. But sometimes, support is as simple as 
a quiet check-in. These moments of genuine care create 
safety and give the impression that leadership is not 
watching from a distance but walking beside. In a 
profession often characterized by overwork and under-
recognition, this emotional support is not peripheral; it’s 
essential. It reinforces the idea that teaching is a shared 
mission, not a solitary struggle. 

A tad bit of recognition is always welcomed in any walks of 
life. Teachers, who pour themselves daily into others, often 
need it most. A principal who notices their dedication who 
celebrates effort as much as success, plants the seeds of 
belonging and pride. Steele and Whitaker highlight how 
recognition does not need grand gestures. It can be as 
simple as celebrating milestones, acknowledging creativity 
in lesson planning, or expressing gratitude in public spaces. 
The key is authenticity. Praise that is generic or 
perfunctory breeds cynicism, but recognition rooted in 
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sincerity lifts spirits and strengthens purpose. Valuing is 
not just praising. It is not built once and secured forever; it 
must be tended to, especially during seasons of pressure. A 
harsh tone in a meeting, an ignored suggestion, or a 
perceived lack of fairness can erode it quickly. Principals, 
therefore, must be custodians of school climate and they 
must guard against negativity and fatigue.  

This requires self-awareness. A leader’s mood can set the 
emotional weather for the day. When a principal enters the 
building with warmth and optimism, it radiates outward; 
when they are distant or dismissive, the atmosphere dims. 
Steele and Whitaker remind us that leadership is emotional 
work before it is administrative work. The way a leader 
shows up matters. 

It is a timeless truth in education: people thrive when they 
feel seen. A school’s success, therefore, is not just measured 
in test scores or inspection reports, but in the quiet hum of 
a staff room where laughter mingles with purpose, where 
teachers leave tired but fulfilled. Morale, in the end, is not 
about managing moods—it’s about nurturing humanity. As 
Steele and Whitaker remind us, leadership at its best is not 
the art of control, but the practice of care. Principals who 
understand this do more than run schools; they inspire 
communities. 

In Essential Truths for Principals, Danny Steele and Todd 
Whitaker remind school leaders of a principle so basic that 
it often slips through the cracks of institutional life: 
teachers are professionals to be trusted. A school’s success 
depends as much on the emotional climate among its staff 
as on its curriculum design. Trust, value, and 
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empowerment are not abstract ideals; they are the daily 
currency of effective leadership. 

One of the most powerful affirmations a principal can offer 
is to show confidence in a teacher’s professional judgment. 
As Steele and Whitaker note, when teachers feel their 
decisions and instincts are respected, they act with greater 
initiative, creativity, and care. It communicates to them: 
“Your expertise matters here.” 

Teachers make hundreds of micro-decisions every day 
about tone, timing, response, and pedagogy. These 
judgments arise from experience, empathy, and an intimate 
understanding of their students. When leaders overregulate 
or second-guess those instincts, morale erodes. Teachers 
begin to feel like instruments rather than professionals. 
And as a leader the principal should know to give 
intellectual respect to the teachers.  

Steele and Whitaker insist that leadership is not about 
control, but influence. A wise leader doesn’t need to 
oversee every classroom detail; instead, they set a tone of 
confidence that enables teachers to own their practice. This 
approach aligns with Todd Whitaker’s earlier message in 
What Great Principals Do Differently: “When you trust good 
people to do good work, they will exceed your expectations.” 

The best principals are learners among learners. They ask 
teachers what works, what doesn’t, and why. They observe 
not to evaluate but to understand. This relational humility 
deepens professional dialogue and models the kind of 
reflective culture schools should embody. 

Trust is a foundation in education. Without it, even the 
most well-intended reforms collapse under the weight of 
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skepticism. Trust is not built through memos or 
motivational posters; it grows through consistent integrity, 
empathy, and transparency.  

Trust is the invisible architecture of morale. (Steele and 
Whitaker, 2019) Teachers do not expect their leaders to be 
perfect, but they expect them to be dependable. A 
principal’s word must mean something. If a leader promises 
to advocate for a teacher and fails to follow through, a small 
fracture forms. Enough fractures, and the structure 
weakens. 

Building trust begins with listening. When principals listen 
without rushing to fix or defend, they send a message: “Your 
perspective matters.” They also model vulnerability—
acknowledging mistakes, admitting what they don’t know, 
and apologizing when necessary. This humanizes 
leadership and breaks the “us versus them” narrative that 
often divides staff from administration. 

Moreover, trust thrives in fairness. Teachers watch how 
their leaders treat others. If decisions are arbitrary or 
favoritism is perceived, confidence erodes. And fairness 
here hints at clarity, consistency, and compassion. 

Steele wrote, “Trust is built in the small moments: showing 
up, checking in, keeping your word.” A school may have 
state-of-the-art resources and policies, but if teachers do 
not trust their principal, those assets are wasted. Trust 
transforms compliance into commitment. 

Encouragement is the quiet power of leadership. Principals 
who master it understand that words can be tools of 
restoration. Teaching, by nature, is emotionally taxing. The 
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best educators question themselves constantly. In such an 
environment, encouragement becomes oxygen. 

According to Steele and Whitaker encouragement comes in 
the forms of recognition and reassurance. It’s not about 
hollow compliments; it’s about noticing the real effort 
behind ordinary excellence. “Catch teachers being 
awesome,” Steele advises, because they rarely stop to notice 
their own greatness. A kind note on a desk, a mention in a 
staff meeting, or even a brief “I saw what you did with that 
student, well done” can renew a teacher’s sense of purpose. 

Encouragement affirms the dignity of the profession. It 
tells teachers that their labor, which is often invisible and 
immeasurable, matters. In Essential Truths for Principals, 
Steele and Whitaker describe how the principal’s presence 
in hallways and classrooms is itself a form of 
encouragement. Being visible, approachable, and curious 
communicates care more deeply than any formal 
evaluation. 

But without empowerment encouragement becomes futile. 
True empowerments come from shared responsibilities. To 
convey trust delegation, the most underused yet practical 
method, is to be used. When principals delegate 
meaningfully, they are not merely offloading tasks; they are 
signaling belief in a teacher’s capacity to lead. 

Steele and Whitaker suggest that principals should “let 
teachers lead whenever possible.” This could mean letting 
them design professional development, mentor new 
colleagues, or pilot new instructional models. Delegation 
breeds ownership, and ownership fuels motivation. When 
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teachers feel that their work shapes the school’s direction, 
their investment deepens. 

Effective leaders provide both the autonomy to act and the 
assurance of backup. Empowerment must always come 
with safety nets, permission to fail, to experiment, and to 
learn. A culture of empowerment thrives only when 
mistakes are treated as learning opportunities, not as 
grounds for blame. 

As Whitaker often emphasizes, “Great principals make 
everyone around them feel more capable.” Delegation, 
then, is not merely a managerial function, it’s an act of 
faith. It tells teachers: “I see your potential, and I trust you to 
carry it forward.” 

Steele and Whitaker present an argument in their book 
that contends that for a school leader, fostering 
collaborative culture and intentional recognition are not 
optional extras—they are central to sustainable 
improvement and staff wellbeing. What they meant was 
one can not simply decree collaboration and expect 
meaningful deep cooperation. Collaboration requires 
shared goals, respect, time, trust, and space. When teams 
are forced into collaboration without sense of purpose or 
sufficient time, practices become superficial.  

A well-crafted School Improvement Plan (SIP) can map 
strategy, goals, and metrics. But if the faculty is working in 
isolation, or feels mandated to attend meetings without 
voice or agency, the SIP remains paper. Empowered and 
collaborative teachers are more capable of diagnosing real 
issues, crafting relevant improvements, and adjusting in 
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response to feedback. A collaborative faculty is more 
effective.  

Leaders must create the conditions for collaboration: schedule 
common planning time, remove obstacles to joint work, 
support professional sharing, and trust teachers with 
decisions about curriculum, instruction, or student 
support. When teachers see real value, when their 
collaboration leads to improvements they care about, they 
will invest in it. And when they have the time for it (rather 
than being overloaded), the quality improves. 

Steele & Whitaker emphasized what many leadership 
studies have confirmed: people tend to repeat behavior that 
is recognized and celebrated more than behavior that is 
merely expected or mandated. They prioritized 
accountability and standards and argued that catching 
“good” in the moment, calling attention to strength, 
amplifies what works.  

Principals should walk through classrooms, listen to 
conversations, observe interactions—not to find problems, 
but to find examples of excellence. Whenever teachers see 
their work appreciated, it builds morale and models what 
the school values. Over time, the things leaders praise tend 
to multiply. 

Recognition shifts attention away from what is lacking 
toward what is strong. It builds self confidence among 
teachers, especially newer ones. And it reinforces a growth 
mindset: excellence isn’t static but fluid; we notice progress, 
adjust, and then celebrate what was learned or attempted 
despite its imperfections.  
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There is a fundamental equation that goes around any 
system which is subtle yet effective: 

Collaboration + Recognition = Sustainable Culture 

The two truths are not independent; together they produce 
amplification. If a principal fosters collaboration but never 
highlights or celebrates it, teachers may feel their extra 
effort goes unnoticed. If recognition is frequent but isolated 
(i.e. without shared structures, without connection to 
collaborative work), it might feel forced or superficial. A 
strong school culture emerges where collaboration is the 
norm and recognition is the rule. 

When teachers share practices with one another 
(collaboration), and a leader then publicly or appropriately 
privately highlights what another teacher did, other 
teachers are more likely to try similar practices. This 
synergy aligns with related educational research: 
collaborative professional learning teams have higher job 
satisfaction, better retention, and better student outcomes 
when they operate in trusting environments where norms 
of feedback, support, and recognition are in place.  

Putting this into action requires several shifts in leadership 
practice: 

 Common planning time, shared tasks, teacher 
teams, peer observations—all need scheduling, 
resources, and openings in the calendar. 

 Build regular routines for faculty meetings with 
shout-outs, newsletters, small tokens, written 
thank-yous. Make recognition specific and linked 
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to desired values (e.g. innovative teaching, 
kindness, growth). 

 When principals visibly value collaborative efforts 
(even when imperfect), they send the message that 
process matters, not just end results. 

 Collaboration and recognition both fail if people 
are overburdened. Leaders have to remove 
barriers—reduce pointless meetings, streamline 
administrative tasks, avoid overload. 

 Recognition must not feel like ‘performance for 
praise’ nor collaboration like forced conformity. 
Both must be genuine, volunteer or earned, and 
aligned with the shared mission of the school. 

Ultimately, strong teacher morale is not about creating 
constant cheerfulness. It’s about cultivating dignity, 
respect, and shared meaning. Teachers who feel trusted and 
supported are more likely to take risks in their teaching, 
collaborate with peers, and stay in the profession longer. 
They build schools where joy is not an accident but a daily 
practice. Schools rise and fall on the collective belief of 
their people. When teachers know that their judgment is 
valued, their trust is earned, and their efforts are 
celebrated, they give more than their job description 
requires. They bring heart. A principal who invests in 
collaboration and then intentionally recognizes what is 
awesome builds something far more durable than any 
improvement plan: a culture where excellence is self-
reinforcing, morale is rooted, and innovation becomes part 
of daily life.  
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: Recognition Without Equity 
Scenario 

A principal regularly recognizes teachers during staff 
meetings for innovative lessons, changes in pedagogy, and 
visible achievements such as student grades and 
attendance. Teachers in less-academic subjects and those 
handling emotionally demanding roles such as counseling, 
pastoral care, sports begin to feel invisible. 

Leadership Dilemma 
The recognition action amplifies morale for some while 
quietly eroding it for others. 

Questions 

1. Is morale damaged more by lack of recognition or 
perceived unfairness? 

2. How can leaders recognize invisible labor without 
diluting authenticity? 

3. Who defines what “recognition-worthy” work 
looks like? 
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Case Study 2: Collaboration or Compliance? 
Scenario: 

The school introduces collaborative planning as a part of 
the School Improvement Plan to break the silos and ensure 
there is cross-learning with exchange of knowledge. 
Teachers attend meetings but contribute minimally, seeing 
collaboration as performative and time-consuming. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Collaboration exists structurally but not culturally. 

Questions 

1. Can collaboration be mandated in a school setting? 

2. What responsibility does leadership bear for 
collaboration fatigue? 

Is participation the same as commitment? 
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Chapter: 5 

DDeveloping Young Risk Takers 

n the landscape of education, the responsibility of 
teachers and school leaders transcends the confines of 

curriculum delivery or classroom management. It extends 
into the deeper, more enduring work of shaping the world 
that our students will inherit and eventually lead. As 
Danny Steele and Todd Whitaker powerfully assert in The 
Essential Truths for Principals, “Our job as educators is not 
to reflect society. Our job is much more important than 
that – it is to cultivate society”. This statement underscores 
a profound truth: schools are not mirrors of the world; they 
are blueprints for its betterment. The idea of cultivation 
implies growth, intentionality, and vision. Educators do 
not merely prepare students to participate in society—they 
prepare them to improve it. The beliefs we model, the 
behaviors we reward, and the risks we encourage shape not 
just student achievement but societal character. 

To do this work well, we must embrace the role of cultural 
architects or designers of environments where courage is 
fostered, creativity is celebrated, and collaboration is 
essential. It is through this lens that we explore five critical 
dimensions of the educator’s societal mission: developing 

I 
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risk-takers, building communities of passionate educators, 
practicing transformational leadership, and embracing 
change with patience. In the Essential Truths for Principals 
Steele and Whitaker opens a chapter with a crucial heading 
which says, “Our goal should be to catch teachers being 
awesome … and celebrate it. What gets validated is what 
gets replicated.” underscoring the power of celebrating 
those in the school who are doing exceptional work. In this 
light, the educator’s role extends well beyond individual 
classrooms and into shaping the character, values, and 
habits of the community at large. By recognising and 
validating exemplary practice, we reinforce the kind of 
culture we wish to create, a society grounded in 
collaboration, risk taking, and growth. 
When educators approach their role in this expansive way, 
they become agents not merely of instruction but of 
societal transformation: cultivating informed, 
compassionate, and engaged citizens. 

In a school educators do much more than deliver lessons, 
they inspire minds, nurture characters, and contribute to 
the fabric of a school culture rooted in trust and 
collaboration. In such communities, passion is not an 
optional trait but the very engine that drives meaningful 
learning, innovation, and long-term student success. One 
of the essential roles of modern educators is to foster 
courage and curiosity in young minds. In a rapidly 
changing world, the ability to take calculated risks and 
explore new possibilities is vital. Educators must create 
environments where students feel safe to question, 
experiment, and challenge conventional thinking. 
Encouraging students to step outside of their comfort zones 
promotes creativity, resilience, and problem-solving skills 
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essential for both personal success and societal 
advancement. 

Celebration, however, should not be confused with 
superficial praise. It must be intentional, sincere, and 
embedded in the daily fabric of the school. Recognizing an 
innovative lesson, a teacher’s commitment to student 
wellbeing, or a collaborative approach to problem-solving 
can have a ripple effect. It reinforces professional identity, 
encourages others to take creative risks, and cultivates a 
culture where educators feel seen and supported. This is 
not simply a motivational strategy—it is an essential 
leadership practice. Leithwood et al. (2006) identify four 
core functions of transformational leadership in schools: 
setting directions, developing people, redesigning the 
organization, and managing the instructional program. 
Regularly recognizing and celebrating passionate educators 
supports all four. 

First, it sets direction by clarifying what excellence looks 
like and what the school values most. Second, it develops 
people by boosting morale and reinforcing a growth 
mindset. Third, it redesigns the organization by creating a 
culture where professional collaboration, rather than 
competition, is the norm. Finally, it strengthens the 
instructional program by encouraging the spread of 
effective practices. 

As another essential truth of leadership, the principal has a 
pertinent duty of not setting a preconceived line for all 
teachers to follow. Of course the basic fundamental rules 
must prevail but teaching or mentoring is no less than an 
art– a mobile one to that. A leader should not be forcing 
teachers to bend themselves to fit in the line rather inspire 
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them to forge their own unique lines. This speaks directly 
to the power of diverse perspectives in a passionate learning 
community. Leaders must not only recognize established 
excellence but also create space for fresh voices, innovative 
thinking, and new ways of teaching and leading. When we 
empower educators—especially new ones—to bring their 
authentic selves into the work, we expand the capacity of 
the whole school. 

Ultimately, building a community of passionate educators 
is not about charismatic leadership or grand gestures. It is 
about consistency, visibility, and belief. When educators 
are encouraged, celebrated, and trusted, they become 
catalysts for school-wide transformation. Passion is 
contagious. When it is cultivated with care and leadership, 
it becomes the foundation of a truly exceptional school. 

The idea of celebrating teacher excellence can be applied 
analogously to students: by celebrating students’ efforts, 
innovations and risk taking, educators cultivate a mindset 
where exploration becomes valued and normalised. The 
book emphasises that what an organization validates ends 
up being replicated. Thus, when educators purposely 
recognise and honour students who take risks who ask new 
questions, pursue new ideas—they nurture a culture where 
innovation and growth take root. 

Furthermore, by embedding this practice within the wider 
school culture, educators shift the narrative: from 
risk‑taking as mistake‑making to risk‑taking as 
growth‑oriented. This aligns with transformational 
leadership’s aim of developing people and redesigning the 
organization to support innovation (Kenneth Leithwood et 
al.). Additionally, the truth from Steele and Whitaker, too, 
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remind us that novelty, creativity and new thinking are 
required. By intentionally recognising and honouring 
students who take risks, who ask new questions, pursue 
new ideas—they nurture a culture where innovation and 
growth take root. 

The transformational leadership framework developed by 
Leithwood et al. (2006) offers a practical and research-
based model for school leaders seeking to drive 
improvement in a way that is both sustainable and human-
centered. According to this model, effective school leaders 
focus on four key functions: setting directions, developing 
people, redesigning the organization, and managing the 
instructional program. 

Setting direction involves articulating a clear and 
compelling vision that aligns the efforts of everyone in the 
school community. It means identifying what matters 
most, whether it’s deep learning, equity, innovation, or 
well-being and communicating that vision consistently. A 
strong direction acts as a compass during both stability and 
change, helping staff navigate challenges while staying 
focused on purpose. For example, in a school that 
prioritizes project-based learning, the principal might work 
with teachers to co-create a vision centered on student 
agency, real-world learning, and cross-disciplinary 
collaboration. Staff meetings, classroom observations, and 
even budget decisions are then filtered through this shared 
goal. 

Developing people goes far beyond professional 
development workshops. It involves building meaningful 
relationships, offering feedback and encouragement, and 
creating opportunities for growth. Leaders who invest in 
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their people signal that teaching is a profession worthy of 
care and continuous development. This builds collective 
efficacy—a shared belief among staff that they can make a 
difference together. For instance, a school leader might 
notice a new teacher’s strength in digital learning and 
encourage them to lead a tech-integration initiative, even if 
they’re still early in their career. By doing so, the leader 
signals trust, builds confidence, and activates leadership 
potential. 

Redesigning the organization means moving beyond 
rigid hierarchies and departments. It requires leaders to 
foster structures and cultures that promote collaboration, 
creativity, and shared leadership. When teams are 
empowered to solve problems together, a culture of 
innovation begins to take root. It’s in this space that 
educators feel both safe to take risks and supported to 
implement new ideas. A school might create cross-grade 
professional learning teams, introduce instructional 
coaching roles, or implement peer observation cycles. 
These changes shift the culture from compliance to 
collective responsibility. 

Managing the instructional program remains central. 
Instruction is the core work of schools, and 
transformational leaders keep learning at the heart of every 
decision. This doesn’t mean micromanaging classrooms but 
ensuring that policies, practices, and resources align with 
the school’s instructional priorities.  It could involve regular 
data discussions, collaborative planning time, or 
curriculum audits to ensure equity and coherence. The 
leader doesn’t need to be the instructional expert in every 
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subject but they must create conditions where high-quality 
teaching thrives. 

Steele and Whitaker’s insights in The Essential Truths for 
Principals build on this framework, challenging the 
traditional notion that new staff must simply conform to 
existing norms. Instead, transformational leadership 
embraces their fresh perspectives, inviting them to shape 
the future rather than inherit the past. 

In practice, this means school leaders must act as 
facilitators of teacher growth not gatekeepers of tradition. 
They must be open to learning as much as they are 
committed to leading. They must listen as often as they 
speak. When leaders empower teachers to lead, 
experiment, and innovate, they build not just a better 
school but a better culture of learning. 

Change, especially the kind of change that is meaningful 
and sustainable—rarely arrives in sweeping declarations or 
overnight revolutions. Instead, it often moves slowly, 
quietly, and incrementally. The most enduring shifts in 
school culture are those that take root gradually, over time, 
nurtured by trust, consistency, and a shared sense of 
purpose. 

“What you celebrate today becomes the norm tomorrow.”  

This truth reminds us that change doesn’t always begin 
with strategy but with recognition. When school leaders 
choose to highlight small but significant examples of 
excellence whether in a classroom, a hallway interaction, or 
a staff collaboration—they’re not just offering praise. They 
are planting seeds for a cultural shift. 
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For example, a school trying to build a more inclusive 
learning environment. While it may be tempting to 
introduce a large-scale reform with immediate 
expectations, a more patient approach could involve 
spotlighting teachers already demonstrating inclusive 
practices. Perhaps a teacher has begun using student-led 
conferences or has redesigned assessments to be more 
culturally responsive. By publicly acknowledging these 
efforts during staff meetings, newsletters, or even casual 
hallway conversations, leaders signal what matters. Over 
time, others begin to take notice. They see that this isn’t 
just a passing initiative but a valued part of the school’s 
evolving identity. This idea challenges traditional 
approaches to change, where new staff are expected to 
adapt quickly to “how things have always been done.” 
Instead, it encourages a kind of patient innovation where 
leaders and colleagues allow space for fresh perspectives 
and new methods to emerge and mature. 

One real-world example would be when a principal 
welcomed a new teacher with a passion for outdoor 
education. Rather than steering that teacher toward 
existing systems, the principal encouraged them to pilot an 
outdoor science program. At first, only one class 
participated. But over time, as students became more 
engaged and parents offered positive feedback, other 
teachers grew curious. Within two years, the school had 
developed a full outdoor learning initiative. This didn’t 
happen because change was forced; it happened because it 
was allowed to grow. 

This approach that recognizes small victories, encourages 
thoughtful experiments, and allows culture to evolve 
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naturally, aligns with the heart of transformational 
leadership. As Leithwood et al. have noted, effective leaders 
redesign organizations not through mandates, but through 
culture-building and capacity development. 

Change imposed too quickly often leads to resistance or 
surface-level compliance. But when educators embrace 
change with patience, they make space for authentic 
ownership. They create environments where innovation 
feels safe, where risk is supported, and where growth is 
sustainable. 

Ultimately, patience is not passivity. It is strategic, 
deliberate, and deeply respectful of the people involved. By 
allowing time for ideas to take root, educators don’t just 
change policies—they transform communities. 

At its core, education is an act of cultivation of minds, of 
communities, and ultimately, of society itself. It is not a 
passive reflection of the world as it is, but a purposeful 
shaping of the world as it could be. Educators, then, are not 
merely instructors or managers of content; they are cultural 
architects. Every decision made in a classroom or school 
corridor: what is taught, what is praised, what is challenged 
contributes to the moral and intellectual blueprint of the 
next generation. 

Throughout this chapter, we have explored how educators 
can step into this role with clarity and conviction. By 
developing young minds to take risks, we teach students 
not only how to think, but how to act bravely in a world 
that needs their ideas. By building communities of 
passionate educators, we ensure that teaching remains a 
profession driven by purpose and mutual respect. Through 
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transformational leadership, we align vision with practice 
and empower others to lead alongside us. And by 
embracing change with patience, we give innovation the 
time and space it needs to grow strong roots. 

None of this work is quick. None of it is easy. But all of it 
is essential. 

The truths explored here are more than leadership tips, 
they are reminders of why this work matters. As Steele and 
Whitaker urge us, we are not here to simply maintain 
systems. We are here to build something better. 

When we choose to lead with hope, humility, and 
humanity, we do more than improve schools. We influence 
the course of society itself. 

Because in the end, the future is not something we wait for. 

It is something we help build, one student, one teacher, one 
moment at a time. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: When Risk-Taking Produces Failure 
Scenario 

A school publicly celebrates students who take intellectual 
risks, present unconventional projects, challenging ideas, 
and experimenting beyond syllabus expectations. Several 
high-risk projects fail academically and students receive 
lower grades, leading to parent dissatisfaction and student 
discouragement. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Risk is celebrated culturally but penalized structurally. 

Questions 

1. Can a school genuinely promote risk-taking while 
maintaining traditional grading systems? 

2. Is it ethical to encourage risk when failure carries 
real academic consequences? 

3. Who bears responsibility when courageous 
experimentation backfires? 
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Case Study 2: Celebrating Innovation, Marginalizing 
Consistency 
Scenario 

A set of teachers recently attended a few pedagogical 
workshops. They identified interesting ways to engage 
students and improve classroom participation. Gradually, 
teachers who experimented with new pedagogies get 
regularly highlighted and praised by leadership. Highly 
effective but traditional teachers feel invisible and 
undervalued. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Innovation becomes status; stability becomes silence. 

Questions 

1. Does celebrating innovation unintentionally 
devalue consistency? 

2. How can leaders recognize excellence without 
creating a visible division? 

3. Should all excellence look disruptive? 
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Chapter: 6 

VVisible Leadership becomes the 
Foundation 

chools are nothing less than an ecosystem and 
administration of the ecosystem cannot remain behind 

closed doors. The principal’s role extends far beyond 
administrative management; it lies in the subtle art of 
attentive presence. It is more like a capacity to engage 
meaningfully with the school itself. Thus managing the 
living fabric of the school requires not distant oversight but 
close inspection — a leadership practice rooted in visibility, 
curiosity, and human connection. 

Close inspection in school management does not imply 
micromanagement or surveillance. It is simply an active 
form of understanding and a willingness to participate in 
the daily realities of students, teachers, and the support 
staff. A school is an organism, constantly evolving through 
a thousand interactions every day: the morning bustle of 
corridors, the quiet diligence of classrooms, the moments 
of frustration or joy that punctuate a teacher’s day. A leader 
who manages through close inspection recognizes that 
these moments are the pulse of the institution. 

S 
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In practical terms, close inspection means being deeply 
informed about what shapes the school’s climate. It 
demands that principals move beyond reports, metrics, and 
formal evaluations to engage directly with the lived 
experiences of those they lead. A principal who visits 
classrooms not merely to evaluate teaching but to witness 
learning demonstrates that leadership is not detached 
judgment but participation. 

It is an art of knowing the texture of the school, the 
wavelengths of the students with the teachers and the 
school itself. Educational theorist Michael Fullan (2014) 
described this as “leadership from the middle” — a stance 
where leaders stay close enough to the ground to sense 
authentic challenges, yet maintain enough distance to 
guide direction. The leadership in school should not turn 
into bureaucratic inertia: when leaders understand the 
nuances of classroom practice and hallway culture, they 
respond to needs, not to assumptions. 

The close inspection of a school, therefore, becomes a 
moral act. It signals that leadership is about responsibility 
and care, not authority. A leader who remains distant risks 
making decisions detached from the school’s emotional 
and social realities. Conversely, a leader who practices 
deliberate observation, takes time to see the quiet students 
struggling with confidence, or teachers who stay late to 
refine a lesson, fosters a culture of mindful attention. 

Moreover, close inspection cultivates accountability that is 
shared rather than imposed. Teachers and students feel a 
heightened sense of purpose when they know their efforts 
are seen. This mutual visibility strengthens the moral fabric 
of the institution: people are more likely to invest in a 
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community where their work and presence are recognized. 
In that sense, leadership through close inspection is not 
simply about management — it is about building a culture 
of attentiveness where excellence is born not out of fear, 
but out of shared commitment. 

Close inspection allows the leader to see and walk and 
conversing alongside that is connecting. A school’s 
geography — its corridors, playgrounds, and classrooms — 
is not merely physical space; it is social terrain where 
relationships are formed. When a principal walks the 
school, greeting students, talking with teachers, or simply 
observing how the day unfolds, they participate in what 
some leadership scholars call “relational mapping.” Every 
interaction contributes to an invisible network of trust and 
understanding that defines the school’s culture. 

Walking the halls, implies availability of communication 
and dissolves the perception of hierarchy that isolates 
leadership from the everyday life of the institution. 
Students, especially, interpret presence as care: a principal 
who walks through a classroom to ask about a project or 
who pauses in the lunchroom to share a light conversation 
signals a sense of belonging that transcends authority. In 
the words of Parker Palmer it is called,” the hidden 
curriculum of community”.  

Conversations during these walks are equally significant. 
They are moments of informal inquiry, where leaders learn 
more from tone and context than from formal meetings. A 
casual exchange with a teacher about a lesson can reveal 
more about morale, innovation, or fatigue than a 
performance review ever could. It also imbibes a sense of 
validation in the teachers who upon being put forth such 
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informal approach feel valued and motivated. Such 
validation nourishes intrinsic motivation, which is the 
bedrock of authentic teaching and learning. 

There is a famous saying among Leadership Literature, 
“Visibility builds Trust”– in the delicate ecology of a 
school, trust is the invisible architecture that holds 
everything together. Without it, communication collapses 
into formality, collaboration becomes compliance, and 
innovation is stifled by fear of failure. Leadership, 
therefore, is not merely about guiding action but about 
cultivating trust as the moral foundation of collective work. 
But it's actually authentic visibility that forms the 
foundation of trust. In the microcosm of a school, trust 
does not emerge from authority alone; it is cultivated 
through credibility, and accountability. Walking into a 
classroom, asking students what they are learning, or 
sharing a few moments with teachers before class are not 
trivial acts—they are symbolic gestures that communicate 
transparency and care. Teachers draw confidence from 
knowing their leader understands the texture of their work; 
students feel grounded when leadership is not an 
abstraction but a familiar figure who participates in their 
daily experience. A principal who is consistently seen 
listening to teachers, attending student events, or observing 
classrooms without pretense communicates a message of 
care far stronger than any speech. This physical and 
emotional presence bridges the psychological distance that 
often separates leadership from practice. As sociologist 
Raymond Baumhart once said, “Trust is built when 
someone is vulnerable and not taken advantage of.” 
Visibility, therefore, is a leader’s act of vulnerability. It is 
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like a readiness to be open and questioned and held 
responsible.  

When principals walk through the school as fellow learners, 
not inspectors, they transform visibility from supervision 
into solidarity. It is through this simple act of presence that 
they earn what organizational theorist Edgar Schein calls 
“psychological safety”, the condition in which individuals 
feel secure to express ideas, make mistakes, and engage 
honestly. 

In this context, walking and conversing offer leaders a way 
to sense the emotional temperature of their school: the 
quiet tensions between teams, the excitement of a new 
project, or the subtle fatigue after a challenging week. Close 
inspection and walking the school are not separate acts but 
complementary facets of one leadership philosophy. 
Inspection without engagement risks becoming 
mechanical, while engagement without observation 
becomes sentimental.  A principal who inspects closely 
understands systems; one who walks and converses 
understands people. Schools thrive when both dimensions 
coexist. For instance, a leader may notice that attendance 
dips during certain periods, but only through hallway 
conversations can they learn that the cause lies in student 
disengagement with a specific program. The combination 
of both leads to meaningful change: revising the program, 
not policing attendance. 

While visibility lays the groundwork for trust, sustaining it 
depends on the emotional environment the leader creates. 
The treatment towards teachers during a learning curve is 
one of the most critical aspect building a learning 
environment. Every educator, regardless of experience, 
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occupies a dynamic space of growth. When that growth is 
accompanied by fear of judgment, reflection is replaced by 
defensiveness. A culture of genuine learning cannot exist 
where mistakes are equated with incompetence. 

The idea that teachers should not feel judged while learning 
rests on the understanding that schools, like any learning 
organization, thrive on experimentation. Innovation in 
pedagogy demands that teachers take risks, to try new 
methods or rethink assessment strategies. If a teacher 
believes that every deviation from tradition will be 
scrutinized or punished, creativity retreats into conformity. 
Trust erodes not because the leader is absent, but because 
the leader’s gaze becomes punitive. 

Moreover, trust grows through the leader’s willingness to 
model imperfection. When principals openly share their 
own challenges or uncertainties, they normalize the 
learning process for everyone. Vulnerability, when 
expressed by those in authority, creates space for others to 
take intellectual risks. Teachers no longer view leadership 
as an evaluative eye but as a collaborative presence.  

Visible leadership without psychological safety can feel 
oppressive; psychological safety without visibility can feel 
hollow. The two principles must coexist for trust to thrive. 
Visibility allows leaders to witness the real conditions of 
teaching and learning, while nonjudgment ensures that 
these observations nurture rather than threaten. Together, 
they form a cycle of reinforcement: the more leaders are 
present, the more they understand; the more they 
understand, the more compassionately they can lead. 
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Consider the simple act of a principal visiting a classroom. 
If the visit is conducted with genuine curiosity and perhaps 
asking the teacher afterward what inspired a particular 
approach, then the act communicates interest. Teachers 
begin to welcome feedback, not fear it, because they sense 
the leader’s intention is developmental, not disciplinary. 

Schools, like all living systems, grow only through 
discomfort. Change, innovation, and cultural renewal 
demand that leaders and teachers alike step beyond what 
is familiar. The temptation to remain within the comfort of 
routines and predictable schedules is strong and safe. Yet 
this safety only masquerades stability without a promise of 
true synthesis.  

Stepping out of one’s comfort zone is not merely an act of 
bravery; it is a moral and cultural necessity. Comfort, by 
nature, limits vision. It confines institutions to inherited 
patterns of doing things “the way they’ve always been 
done.” Growth, on the other hand, begins in the 
awkwardness of trying something new—trying, failing, and 
trying again. 

One must not forget learning does not come from only 
experiences but from the reflections of those experiences.  
Reflection often occurs when the familiar ceases to 
function, when the leader finds themselves in uncharted 
territory and must reconsider what leadership means in 
that new light. 

A principal who fosters cultural growth recognizes that 
discomfort, when nurtured with empathy, becomes a 
catalyst for transformation. Encouraging teachers to 
experiment with new pedagogies, to integrate technology, 
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or to collaborate across disciplines inevitably brings unease. 
When teachers see their leaders model this very courage of 
admitting uncertainty, asking questions, and stepping into 
the unknown themselves, they feel permitted to do the 
same. 

Cultural growth does not occur through mandates but 
through modeling. A leader who seeks growth must be the 
first to embody change. This means welcoming feedback, 
revising long-held assumptions, and creating a climate 
where mistakes are not signs of weakness but of evolution. 
As leadership scholar Peter Senge describes in The Fifth 
Discipline, learning organizations thrive when leaders 
“foster aspiration, develop reflective conversation, and 
understand complexity.” All three require stepping outside 
the comfortable frame of certainty. 

Every new initiative challenge identity: teachers must 
redefine what it means to succeed; students must adapt to 
new expectations; leaders must learn to guide through 
ambiguity. Growth is, thus, not a chaotic rebellion but 
structured exploration within a culture of safety. It is 
leadership’s responsibility to provide that safety while 
keeping the community moving forward. 

In any school, valuable ideas emerge daily—from teachers 
who devise creative lesson plans, from students who 
challenge conventions, or from staff who discover more 
efficient ways to work. But ideas thrive only in 
environments where they are noticed and nurtured. 
Leaders who actively listen, observe, and remain 
intellectually curious become catalysts for collective 
intelligence. 
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Capitalizing on ideas also involves recognition. Celebrating 
small innovations reinforces a culture of initiative. When 
leaders publicly acknowledge a teacher’s creative 
experiment or a student-led initiative, they send a message: 
“Ideas matter here.” Over time, this celebration of 
contribution becomes self-perpetuating. Teachers begin to 
observe one another’s practices, offer suggestions, and 
refine collective methods. The school evolves into a 
network of shared learning, sustained by the energy of 
participation. 

As a leader the ability to capitalize on ideas is an act of 
empowerment because it ensures the intellectual 
authorities. This inclusive model of leadership does more 
than improve instruction. It strengthens the social contract 
of school.  

The connection between stepping out of one’s comfort 
zone and capitalizing on ideas is profound. The former 
creates the conditions for innovation; the latter ensures its 
continuity. When leaders encourage experimentation, they 
invite uncertainty. When they recognize and build upon 
emerging ideas, they pave the path of progress. For 
instance, a teacher trying a new project-based method 
might initially struggle. A leader who encourages reflection, 
rather than judgment, helps the teacher refine the 
approach. The revised method becomes a tested, workable 
idea that others can adopt. This process transforms isolated 
discomfort into institutional wisdom. In this way, growth 
becomes cumulative, not chaotic.  

Taken together, the six leadership principles we have 
explored are –Managing the school through close 
inspection, Walking and conversing to validate support, 
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Building trust through visible leadership, Protecting 
teachers from judgment during learning, Stepping out of 
comfort zones for growth, and Capitalizing on good and 
workable ideas to compose a holistic philosophy of 
educational leadership grounded in humanity, 
attentiveness, and courage. 

At its core, this philosophy redefines leadership as presence 
with purpose. Close inspection ensures understanding; 
walking and conversing embody connection; visibility 
nurtures trust; nonjudgment cultivates psychological 
safety; stepping beyond comfort fosters renewal; and 
recognizing ideas transforms potential into progress. 

These above principals are not just stages of leadership but 
they form the ethical journey. Each of these principles 
complements the others. Visibility without real 
understanding feels hollow. Understanding without trust 
creates doubt. Trust without space for growth makes things 
stagnant. And growth without acknowledgment drains 
motivation. But when all these elements come together, 
leadership rises above management, it becomes a mindful 
act of nurturing the moral and intellectual life of the school. 
A school, in this light, is not a fixed system but a living 
organism. It breathes through honest conversations, learns 
through reflection, and thrives through the shared 
imagination of its people. 

Cultural growth doesn’t come from grand reforms or 
dramatic overhauls. It begins with small, steady gestures of 
care. Small moments inside the school can seem ordinary 
but they are the stepping stones of the pat towards 
extraordinary. For instance, a principal walking the 
corridors to connect, a teacher daring to try something new, 
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a face-to-face talk instead of another email, a failure met 
with patience instead of judgment–are the building blocks 
of a culture. 

In the end, true school leadership is less about standing 
ahead and more about standing alongside. It is about 
learning with others, not just leading them. It is an art of 
clarity, deep listening, and courage of moving beyond 
comfort and ego toward a shared sense of purpose. When 
that happens, the school stops being just a place where 
knowledge is delivered. It becomes what it was always 
meant to be: a living, evolving community of becoming. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: The Walk That Exposes Fault Lines 
Scenario 

Planning has begun for the upcoming annual day event at 
school and amidst the preparation, tension between two 
departments comes to the notice of the principal. A casual 
walk with the principal surfaces long-standing conflict that 
had been hidden beneath professional civility. During the 
conversation, they are casually asked to collaborate for an 
upcoming event. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Awareness of issues may inform solutions that destabilize 
harmony. 

Questions 

1. Is uncovering hidden conflict always a leadership 
success? 

2. When should leaders allow tensions to remain 
dormant? 

3. How much disruption is acceptable in pursuit of 
authenticity? 
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Case Study 2: Psychological Safety Without 
Performance Growth 
Scenario 

The principal emphasizes non-judgmental classroom visits 
and openly discourages fear-based evaluation. Some 
teachers interpret safety as exemption from accountability, 
resisting feedback and data review. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Safety weakens urgency. 

Questions 

1. Can psychological safety coexist with high 
expectations? 

2. How does a leader reintroduce challenge without 
reintroducing fear? 

3. When does compassion begin to erode standards? 
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Chapter: 7 

PProfessional Recognition  
Paves the Way 

n any situation of collaborative effort the relationship 
between the one who conducts with those who perform, 

is pivoted upon the acknowledgements and praises– a 
subtle affirmative gesture that every member of the task 
matters equally. Like the relationship between a conductor 
and the members of an orchestra. A conductor does not 
merely keep tempo; they create the conditions in which 
every musician can contribute their fullest expression. 
When the conductor acknowledges a violinist’s delicate 
phrasing or helps a percussionist refine a difficult passage, 
they signal two things simultaneously: you are seen and you 
matter. This is the essence of valuing teachers through 
praise and constructive feedback—an act of leadership that 
transforms a school’s culture from the inside out. 

Praise, when offered sincerely and specifically, is not 
flattery; it is calibration. It tells teachers which of their 
practices resonate with the school’s vision and which 
actions quietly elevate the learning environment. Much 
like an orchestra musician who receives a nod of 

I 
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recognition during rehearsal, a teacher who hears “Your 
questioning technique helped the students deepen their 
reasoning today” gains both affirmation and direction. 
They understand their strengths not as isolated traits but 
as meaningful contributions to the collective mission. Over 
time, such positive acknowledgments accumulate into a 
reservoir of professional confidence. Teachers become more 
willing to innovate, to collaborate, and to take intellectual 
risks—all because they have been reminded that their work 
carries weight. 

As the saying goes, a little pat, a smile, or an affirmative 
nod go a long way in any thriving organization. 
Constructive feedback plays a complementary role. For 
teachers, constructive feedback must carry this same spirit 
of growth. When principals offer feedback framed around 
improvement—“Have you considered breaking the activity 
into smaller steps? It might help the quieter students 
engage”—they communicate trust in the teacher’s 
potential. The message is not “you failed,” but “you can 
excel even further.” This shift in tone makes all the 
difference. Feedback becomes a bridge rather than a 
barrier. 

Furthermore, valuing teachers through praise and 
constructive feedback creates a stabilising loop within the 
school’s climate. Teachers who feel appreciated derive a 
sense of psychological safety, which research consistently 
associates with improved morale, reduced burnout, and 
higher instructional quality. When teachers know that the 
principal observes their work with empathy rather than 
judgment, they adopt a posture of openness. They are more 
receptive to experimenting with new pedagogies, more 
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willing to admit gaps in their practice, and more invested 
in professional learning communities. The environment, in 
turn, becomes a place where growth is welcomed rather 
than feared. 

There is also a profound emotional dimension to this 
practice. Schools are human systems before they are 
bureaucratic ones. Teachers spend their days navigating 
complexities, managing classroom dynamics, 
differentiating instruction, dealing with emotional labour 
that is often invisible. A principal’s acknowledgment acts 
as a counterweight to this daily strain. In the metaphorical 
orchestra, this is the conductor recognising that even the 
softest notes contribute to the beauty of the whole 
performance. 

Ultimately, valuing teachers is not a leadership technique; 
it is an ethic. It requires the principal to adopt the long 
view, to see teachers not only as professionals delivering 
curriculum but as co-authors of the school’s unfolding 
story. Praise becomes an invitation to keep contributing; 
constructive feedback becomes a compass for shared 
improvement. When principals engage in both with 
intentionality, they cultivate a staff that feels dignified, 
motivated, and connected. 

As the leader of the institution the principal must realize 
that a sustainable improvement begins with people and not 
with charismatic authority. When people work together, 
learn together they also grow together. Decades of 
educational leadership research show that collaboration is 
the defining factor separating struggling schools from 
successful ones. Cultivating a collaborative atmosphere in 
a school is not only about forging a simple bond, it is a 
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complex work of strategic leadership by building trust and 
systematic thinking.  

School improvement happens when adult behaviors 
change, and adult behaviors change most effectively 
through supportive professional communities by 
mandating training sessions, initiatives and evaluation 
processes.  

Educators, like all professionals, thrive when: 

1. They feel psychologically safe 

2. They trust colleagues and school leadership 

3. They feel their voices matter 

4. They see the impact of collective effort 

5. They are part of something bigger than individual 
classrooms 

6. A collaborative faculty creates the conditions for all 
of this. 

Studies have shown how many teachers come into this 
noble profession feeling inspired and end up feeling 
exhausted and demotivated within a few years due to 
forced isolation. Closed classroom doors and independent 
lesson planning were traditional norms. But those norms 
limit growth. Collaborative cultures replace isolation with 
shared responsibility: 

1. Co-planning lessons 

2. Examining student work together 

3. Analyzing data as a team 

4. Observing peers 

5. Engaging in reflective dialogue 
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These practices build collective efficacy when teachers 
believe that together they can strike significant changes 
leading to the rise in student outcome. Todd Whitaker’s 
leadership principles emphasize that great principals shape 
school culture by focusing on people first. They protect the 
climate, support their best teachers, and handle issues 
directly and professionally. A collaborative faculty thrives 
under this kind of leadership. Where effective principals:  

1. Set clear expectations that collaboration is the 
norm 

2. Provide time within the schedule 

3. Model collaborative behavior 

4. Build structures like PLCs or grade-level teams 

5. Address behaviors that undermine trust 

6. Celebrate collaborative successes 

Recognizing all staff—teachers and support personnel 
alike—is essential to shaping a healthy and thriving school 
culture. While teachers hold a central role in student 
learning, a school truly functions as an interconnected 
ecosystem, one in which every adult contributes 
meaningfully to the student experience. Support staff 
members, including office secretaries, classroom assistants, 
custodians, cafeteria employees, bus drivers, security 
personnel, IT specialists, and maintenance teams, are often 
the individuals who spend the most unstructured and 
relational time with students. Their daily interactions, 
guidance, and presence create stability and familiarity for 
young people. These staff members form the backbone of 
the school’s daily operations, and when they feel valued 
and respected, the positive energy they bring to their work 
ripples throughout the building. 
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A culture of inclusive recognition ensures that all adults feel 
seen and appreciated. This may take the form of publicly 
acknowledging support staff during staff gatherings, 
involving them in decision-making processes when 
appropriate, or providing them with meaningful 
opportunities for professional development. When leaders 
demonstrate that every role holds professional value, 
people feel like authentic partners in the school’s mission. 
As a result, collaboration becomes more natural and more 
deeply embedded across the community. 

Support staff often act as the school’s cultural 
ambassadors, modeling positive behavior and building 
relationships with students and colleagues alike. When 
they feel genuinely respected, they bring more optimism 
into their interactions, collaborate more openly with 
teachers, and take greater initiative in addressing 
challenges. They are also more likely to stay in their roles 
long-term, providing the consistency that students and 
staff rely upon.  

Professional growth, similarly, should be grounded in 
strategic awareness that unites all staff in a shared 
understanding of the school’s direction. Professional 
development should never feel like an afterthought or an 
obligation imposed from above. Instead, it must be 
intentionally embedded in daily practice and aligned with 
the school’s mission, improvement goals, and instructional 
priorities. Strategic awareness means staff understand not 
only the vision and goals of the school but also the ways 
their individual roles contribute to these goals. 

Effective professional development must feel purposeful, 
coherent, continuous, and collaborative. Too often, 
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Professional Development sessions feel disconnected from 
actual classroom realities or the school’s improvement 
strategy. To avoid this, leaders must reflect on the skills 
teachers need to support the mission, how support staff 
influence student success, what data reveals about areas of 
growth, and how professional learning can be tailored to 
meet those needs. When Professional Development aligns 
with strategic priorities, it equips all staff not only with new 
knowledge and skills but also with a clearer sense of 
direction. 

Leadership that focuses on building capacity rather than 
dependency is another cornerstone of strategic professional 
growth. Great principals shift from being the primary 
problem solvers to becoming facilitators who empower 
others to lead. They foster autonomy, encourage reflection, 
and create opportunities for peer learning. This may 
involve: 

1.  Promoting mentoring relationships 

2. Facilitating instructional rounds 

3. Supportive collaborative inquiry cycles 

4. Distributing leadership roles across different teams 

The staff need to feel empowered through reflection. As 
they reflect on their instructional practices, student 
outcomes, and schoolwide patterns, they become more 
strategic and intentional in their work. Leaders can nurture 
reflective practice by providing structured opportunities for 
dialogue, allocating time for data-driven conversations, and 
modeling thoughtful questioning that prompts deeper 
analysis. Creating spaces where staff feel comfortable 
expressing vulnerability and openly examining areas of 
improvement ensures that evaluation processes feel 
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developmental, not punitive. The goal is to ensure 
continuous improvement rooted in honesty and not only 
in perfection.  

Creating an environment where collaboration thrives 
requires intentional structures, thoughtful processes, and 
consistent leadership. Collaboration becomes more 
effective when staff share a clear vision and common goals. 
Leaders must articulate what the school aims to achieve, 
what success looks like, how progress will be measured, and 
how each team contributes to the bigger picture, ensuring 
that all staff move in the same direction. Collaboration 
must also be supported by time intentionally embedded 
within the schedule. But collaboration should always be 
supported with time, well-structured and protected, to gain 
the desired momentum. 

Psychological safety is another essential component of a 
collaborative environment. Staff members are more willing 
to share ideas, raise concerns, and engage in meaningful 
dialogue when they feel safe. Safety should be promoted 
through shared vulnerability and learning process, 
encouraging diverse viewpoints, and celebrating 
responsible risk-taking. A school culture that encourages 
fear can never grow and growth and collaborations demand 
openness.  

Leadership behavior plays a pivotal role in shaping the 
culture of collaboration. Effective leaders communicate 
transparently, listen actively, protect staff from 
unnecessary distractions, address problems directly, 
empower rather than micromanage, remain visible and 
engaged in the academic life of the school, and build trust 
through consistency. Celebrating collective wins is equally 
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important. While individual achievements should be 
acknowledged, recognizing group accomplishments 
reinforces the power of teamwork. Highlighting team-based 
growth, cross-departmental projects, schoolwide 
improvements, and the contributions of both teachers and 
support staff builds shared identity and reinforces the idea 
that success is a collective effort. 

Leveraging support staff for whole-school improvement is 
essential in creating an inclusive and effective school 
culture. When support staff are viewed as professional 
partners whose insights matter, they become powerful 
contributors to school improvement. Including them in 
relevant conversations, offering professional development 
tailored to their roles, treating them with equal professional 
dignity, and involving them in relationship-building with 
students strengthens the entire school community. Many 
support staff members are eager to lead initiatives aligned 
with their strengths, such as custodians heading 
sustainability efforts, secretaries supporting family 
engagement, paraprofessionals collaborating on 
instructional planning, bus drivers contributing to safety 
protocols, and IT staff leading digital literacy initiatives. 
Empowering support staff in these ways increases 
leadership capacity across the school. 

To preserve the culture, collaboration must be systemized 
so that it becomes part of the school’s operating DNA. 
When collaboration is documented in procedures, 
reinforced through norms, supported by leadership, 
integrated into evaluation processes, and embedded into 
the onboarding of new staff, it becomes resilient and 
lasting. Maintaining high expectations and consistent 
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accountability ensures that everyone understands their role 
and impact. High expectations are not a barrier to 
collaboration; they elevate it by giving purpose and 
meaning to shared work. 

Relationships remain at the heart of school culture. 
Investing in team-building, fostering positive 
communication, celebrating collective milestones, and 
supporting one another during challenges strengthens the 
bonds necessary for honest professional dialogue. Finally, 
sustaining collaborative culture relies on the belief that 
growth is continuous. Great leaders promote curiosity and 
adaptability, encouraging staff to experiment with new 
strategies, analyze feedback, reflect deeply, and iterate their 
practices. Professional learning becomes a cycle rather than 
a checklist. 

In an ideal school environment teachers are not just 
instructors they internalize and embrace the mission of the 
school. When teachers see the mission not as a statement 
posted on a wall but as a living guide for their daily 
decisions, their work takes on deeper purpose and 
coherence. This sense of ownership does not emerge 
automatically; it must be cultivated through intentional, 
inspired, and consistent leadership. The principal or school 
leader becomes the catalyst who ignites passion, aligns 
values, and unites the staff around a shared vision. 
Effective leaders help teachers understand why the mission 
matters, not simply what it says. They articulate the values 
behind the words and bring them to life through stories, 
actions, and decisions. When teachers comprehend the 
deeper purpose of the mission, they begin to interpret their 
roles through a wider lens. Leaders must communicate this 
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mission in relevant ways, not making them mere 
obligations through meetings, classroom visits, and also  
informal conversation. The teachers and the staff should be 
communicated how the mission is embedded in the daily 
rhythm of the school.  

Passion grows when teachers believe they are part of 
meaningful work. Leaders foster this passion by involving 
teachers in shaping school goals, valuing their professional 
insights, and ensuring they feel a sense of agency in the 
school’s direction. When teachers contribute to planning, 
decision-making, and problem-solving, they develop 
personal investment in the outcomes. By giving teachers 
voice and responsibility, leaders enable them to see 
themselves not merely as employees but as contributors to 
a collective vision. This empowerment strengthens morale, 
fuels motivation, and creates a genuine commitment to 
school success. 

When the leaders show sincere and specific recognition 
they reinforce the belief that each step, no matter how 
small they seem, is building something larger and 
significant. Teachers who feel appreciated are more likely 
to internalize the mission and give their best, because they 
know the work is both valued and impactful. Additionally, 
leaders who model excitement about the mission inspire 
teachers to mirror that enthusiasm. Passion is contagious; 
when leaders demonstrate unwavering belief in the school’s 
purpose, teachers are more likely to adopt the same 
mindset. 

Ultimately, collaboration is the heartbeat of school 
improvement. Although systems, curricula, and technology 
contribute to progress, they are not transformative without 
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the human element. A school improves when people are 
working with shared purpose, mutual respect, and 
collective commitment and they come together to bring in 
the change. A collaborative faculty grounded in trust and 
clear vision fosters better instruction, stronger 
relationships, greater job satisfaction, efficient problem-
solving, and a healthier school climate. When all staff feel 
valued, recognized, and empowered, they bring their best 
selves to their work. As Michael Fuller has rightly pointed 
out: “No school can rise above the collective capacity of its 
people.”  
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: Praise That Creates Silence 
Scenario 

A principal is intentional about praising teachers publicly 
for exemplary practices during staff meetings. Constructive 
feedback is also provided to teachers on a regular basis on 
growth and improvement. Over time, a small group of 
teachers receive repeated recognition while the others are 
not recognised for their effort or even when they are 
working on the feedback given. A set of teachers begin to 
feel sidelined and they disconnect by reducing their inputs 
and contribution in meetings. 

Leadership Tension 
Praise motivates some and marginalizes the others. 

Questions 

1. When does recognition become a crippling factor 
to performance of a group? 

2. How can leaders ensure praise amplifies a positive 
culture rather than competition? 

3. Is it better to recognize excellence or effort or both? 
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Case Study 2: Psychological Safety Without 
Accountability   
Scenario 

The school prioritizes psychological safety, emphasizing 
openness, vulnerability, and non-judgmental dialogue. 
Some teachers resist data discussions and instructional 
critique, citing emotional safety as a reason to avoid 
discomfort. 

Leadership Tension 
Safety begins to shield stagnation. 

Questions 

1. Can psychological safety coexist with instructional 
urgency? 

2. When does protection from fear become avoidance 
of responsibility? 

3. How should leaders recalibrate safety toward 
growth? 
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Chapter: 8 

““Leadership cannot be  
Outsourced to Screen” 

chool leadership in the 21st century is shaped by 
unprecedented technological growth, shifting 

stakeholder expectations, and increasingly complex human 
relationships. Yet on close inspection we can see that an 
educational institution such as a school can never become 
completely digital or mechanical as Thomas R. Hoerr 
argues even in an age of digital efficiency, schools remain 
fundamentally human institutions. The work of principals 
is therefore not merely managerial; it is deeply relational. 
Two enduring pillars of effective leadership—prioritizing 
personal conversation over virtual communication and 
building a bridge of trust among teachers, support staff, 
students, and peers—remain essential truths for any 
principal striving to lead a thriving school culture. 

“Leadership cannot be outsourced to screen” – this 
statement sums up the soul of leadership in an educational 
organisation: the role of a leader cannot get limited by the 
bounds of virtuality. The rise of emails, messaging apps, 
and virtual meetings has created a level of convenience 

S 
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unimaginable decades ago. While virtual platforms support 
efficiency, they lack the emotional nuance, presence, and 
spontaneity of face-to-face human interaction. Virtual 
communication often removes the paralingual side of 
communication that involves:  

1. Tone and emotional cues 

2. Body language 

3. Opportunities for informal connection 

4. Chances for clarification in the moment 

5. Demonstrations of empathy 

These intangible cues—eye contact, posture, a smile, a 
thoughtful pause—play a significant role in how teachers 
and students interpret intentions and feel valued. As 
Sergiovanni writes, schools are communities of practice, 
and communities thrive on relational bonds, not 
transactional communication. 

A principal’s “presence” is powerful. When principals 
spend time in hallways, classrooms, lunchrooms, or staff 
rooms, they send a message: that they are not just watchful, 
but they care and notice and they are accessible. According 
to The Human Side of School Change, the emotional 
credibility of leaders strongly shapes whether staff accept 
direction or resist it. Personal conversations build 
credibility because they demonstrate sincerity and 
commitment to understanding people, not just managing 
processes. Therefore, when a principal communicates 
personally with the teachers, staff and students it increases 
the principal’s visibility, creates spaces for spontaneous 
dialogue, reduces hierarchical distances, humanizes the 
leader, and signals approachability.  
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Human relationships thrive on connection, and connection 
thrives on shared emotion, famously called Emotional 
Resonance discussed by Daniel Goleman in his work on 
Emotional Intelligence. According to his studies it develops 
far more naturally when people occupy the same physical 
space. In-person dialogue enables leaders to convey 
empathy through gestures and tone, to listen beyond the 
literal words spoken, and to notice signs of fatigue, stress, 
or frustration that might otherwise go unnoticed. It allows 
them to offer comfort or encouragement in the moment 
and to celebrate successes in ways that feel more genuine 
and impactful. Teachers need to feel seen and heard, 
students need to feel valued, support staff need to feel 
included. These essential human needs cannot be fully met 
through virtual communication, which often strips 
interactions of the emotional depth and richness that face-
to-face connection provides. 

Instructional leadership is strengthened when principals 
understand the daily realities teachers face. Personal 
conversations—classroom walk-through debriefs, corridor 
chats, reflective dialogues—provide insights that classroom 
observations alone cannot. 

Through personal interaction, principals can: 

1. Gather informal instructional feedback 

2. Identify professional learning needs 

3. Understand classroom climate challenges 

4. Learn students’ stories 

5. Tailor support in meaningful ways 

If leaders want a school culture where people talk, 
collaborate, and support one another, they must model 
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conversational leadership. When principals choose 
personal conversation over virtual convenience, they 
demonstrate respect, care, and the value of authentic 
relationships—qualities that cascade through the school. 

As leadership is relational, trust becomes the foundation 
without which even the most carefully designed strategies 
eventually crumble, whereas strong trust enables teams to 
navigate challenges with cohesion and resilience. School 
culture is ultimately built not on policies but on 
relationships, and trust is what cultivates a sense of 
belonging, a shared purpose, cooperative problem-solving, 
openness to innovation, stability during change, and 
respectful conflict resolution. 

For teachers, trust means believing that their leader 
understands the complexity of teaching, respects their 
professional autonomy, supports their growth, protects 
them from unnecessary pressures, clarifies expectations 
without micromanaging, and listens with fairness rather 
than judgement. Teachers who trust their principal feel 
safer trying new instructional approaches, sharing 
concerns, and embracing change; they become more 
motivated, more committed, and more likely to remain in 
the school. Building this trust comes through small but 
consistent actions such as following through on promises, 
involving teachers in decision-making, recognizing their 
workload realities, offering constructive feedback 
respectfully, celebrating strengths publicly while discussing 
concerns privately, and demonstrating fairness and 
transparency in all interactions. 

For the support staff it is slightly different. These people, 
including office personnel, maintenance workers, 
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custodians, classroom aides, and cafeteria workers– are 
often the unsung heroes of school life, and trust grows 
when principals treat them as essential, valued members of 
the school community. This involves including them in 
relevant conversations, acknowledging their insights, 
ensuring equitable treatment across roles, offering 
professional development opportunities, and expressing 
genuine appreciation for their contributions. When 
support staff trust their leaders, the school's daily 
operations run more smoothly and they become strong 
sources of positivity and stability. 

Students, too, thrive in environments where they trust the 
adults around them. A principal who is present in hallways 
and playgrounds, knows students’ names, and listens to 
their concerns models relationship-based leadership. Trust 
with students is built through fairness and transparency in 
discipline, recognition of diverse achievements, consistent 
empathy and respect, and attentive listening. Students who 
trust their school leaders show stronger academic 
engagement, improved behaviour, and heightened 
emotional well-being. 

Principals themselves do not operate in isolation; they are 
part of a broader network of peers whose trust strengthens 
the overall educational community. Trust among 
principals, district leaders, and instructional supervisors 
grows through open sharing of resources, offering and 
accepting mentorship, discussing challenges honestly, 
avoiding competitive mindsets, and collaborating on 
shared initiatives. Such collegial trust fosters innovation, 
collective problem-solving, and a shared commitment to 
student success. 



104 | From Bell to Bell 

But trust cannot foster without transparency. 
Transparency dwells when leaders openly communicate 
decisions, explain rationales, share data, acknowledge 
mistakes, and invite questions or critique, stakeholders feel 
respected and included. Transparency softens resistance, 
even when individuals disagree, because they understand 
the “why” behind decisions. Honesty builds credibility, and 
credibility builds trust. Consistency forms the backbone of 
trust. People feel secure when they can predict how a leader 
will respond, especially under pressure. Consistency means 
enforcing rules fairly, maintaining a stable emotional 
presence, aligning words with actions, and being reliably 
supportive in challenging situations. Inconsistent 
behaviour erodes trust quickly, while predictable and 
principled leadership strengthens it. 

Finally, empathy and active listening are indispensable for 
building trust. Leaders who listen fully, avoid premature 
judgments, paraphrase understanding, encourage 
reflection, and respond compassionately signal that they 
genuinely care. Such empathetic leadership creates an 
environment where people feel psychologically safe and 
valued, making trust easier to build and sustain. Trust also 
deepens through shared success and shared struggle. When 
principals and staff work through difficulties together—
whether implementing new curriculum, responding to 
student needs, or managing crises—they forge stronger 
bonds based on mutual commitment. 

Prioritizing personal conversations and building trust are 
not separate leadership actions; as Todd Whitaker 
emphasizes in The Essential Truths for Principals, they 
operate together as powerful, mutually reinforcing forces in 
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a school community. Personal conversations humanize 
leadership by allowing principals to engage with others 
authentically, showing care, attentiveness, and genuine 
presence. These moments of face-to-face interaction create 
the conditions for trust to take root, because they reveal 
individuals’ strengths, needs, and concerns in ways that 
virtual communication simply cannot. Through such direct 
engagement, principals can address issues before they 
escalate and demonstrate a relational commitment that 
communicates respect and value. In turn, this foundation 
of trust encourages even more open communication, 
deeper honesty, and greater willingness among teachers, 
students, and staff to share their thoughts and experiences. 

In an era shaped by digital speed, shifting demands, and 
rapid change, Whitaker reminds us that schools remain 
fundamentally human institutions, where relationships 
anchor culture and success. Digital tools may support 
communication, but they can never replace the emotional 
presence, empathy, and relational depth that in-person 
conversations provide. Trust, built through consistent 
personal interaction, becomes the backbone of a healthy 
school environment, while personal conversations keep the 
school’s relational heartbeat alive. 

Ultimately, when principals commit to these human-
centered practices, they cultivate not only an efficient 
school but a thriving, supportive community where 
teachers, students, and support staff feel valued, 
empowered, and connected. Whitaker’s central message is 
clear: leadership is far less about authority or position and 
far more about the relationships one nurtures each day. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: The Efficient Principal No One Feels 
Close To 
Scenario 

A principal communicates clearly and promptly through 
emails, dashboards, and virtual meetings. All decisions are 
documented, transparent, and efficient. Despite 
operational success, staff surveys reveal low emotional 
trust. Teachers describe leadership as “distant but 
organized.” Students rarely interact with the principal. 

Leadership Tension 
Efficiency replaces intimacy. 

Questions 

1. Can leadership be effective yet emotionally 
hollow? 

2. Is clarity without connection enough in a school 
setting? 

3. How much emotional presence should a principal 
be expected to provide? 
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Case Study 2: The Email That Broke Trust 
Scenario 

A principal sends a school-wide email addressing recurring 
instructional concerns to ensure transparency. Teachers 
feel exposed and defensive. Private conversations might 
have prevented embarrassment. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Transparency clashes with relational sensitivity. 

Questions 

1. In which cases does transparency undermine trust? 

2. Should difficult messages always be delivered face-
to-face? 

How do leaders decide what belongs in public 
communication? 
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Chapter: 9 

KKnowing A Teacher Behind the 
Resume 

n the previous chapter where it has already been 
discussed how the principal must catch the teachers 

being awesome–teachers should be encouraged to perform 
their best not under pressure but out of free will and less 
surveillance. This idea is applicable even to new hires. Lets 
not pour them in the same moulds and allow them to curve 
out a new path, quintessential of their own qualities and 
efficiency. In this chapter the discussion will be towards the 
newly hired faculty and how to understand the art of 
diversity in the ecosystem of a school. As Steele and 
Whitaker reinforces in their book, “the people who fill 
classrooms determine the spirit of a school far more than 
policies, infrastructure, or programs ever will. Thus, 
principals must observe not only what qualifications new 
teachers possess, but more importantly, what qualities they 
bring into the shared culture. 

One thing that comes first while determining recruitment 
agenda must go beyond degrees and certifications. 
Credentials do not allow a thorough evaluation of the new 

I 
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teacher. The academic records and the years of experience 
is only a baseline measure, a scratch on the surface of the 
actual potentials of the faculty. Two candidates may share 
similar résumés, but one might radiate contagious 
enthusiasm while the other exudes indifference. One enters 
the school ready to collaborate, innovate, and support 
others; the other may simply “fulfill contractual duties.” 

Hiring a teacher is not like corporate recruitment where 
one is handed down a checklist to mark through a piece of 
paper. Hiring a teacher is more about knowing the person 
behind that resume. 

Let's simplify this philosophy with an easy analogy. When 
building a fire, woods and logs are essential and without 
them the fire will not burn yet it takes a generous amount 
of camphor to turn the amber into flames. In a school 
culture, too, the credentials and qualifications are like the 
logs which are essential but they cannot ignite the energy 
of the school’s culture alone. A new teacher with the 
camphor-like quality can only ignite that spark of curiosity, 
hope, and energy. When the right spark is introduced into 
the right space, it lights up the environment around it. And 
just as fire spreads warmth, an enthusiastic teacher 
generates motivation, encouragement, and excitement that 
ripple across classrooms and hallways. On the other hand, 
hiring someone who lacks passion is like adding damp logs 
to the fire, they not only fail to ignite but also dull the 
flames already burning. Steele and Whitaker emphasize 
that principals must seek teachers who understand that 
their purpose extends beyond delivering lessons; they help 
sustain the emotional warmth of the school.  
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During interviews, principals should be attentive to 
indicators that reflect a candidate’s belief system: 

1. Do they believe all students are capable of learning 
and succeeding? 

2. Is their language student-centered? 

3. Do they speak about challenges with 
determination or frustration? 

4. Do they show eagerness to collaborate? 

A potential teacher should be passionate about a 
continuous improvement of the school culture. Hiring, 
therefore, becomes an act of protecting culture. Each 
addition to the faculty should strengthen the ethics and 
energy of the institution. 

A school has two kinds of infrastructure: invisible 
infrastructure and visible infrastructure. Schools often 
invest heavily in visible infrastructure: new classrooms, 
digital tools, and innovative curricular initiatives. But it is 
the invisible infrastructure like the emotional climate that 
truly determines how well students learn and teachers 
perform.  

A teacher’s daily demeanor has compounding effects. 
Energy, like enthusiasm, is contagious. One committed, 
spirited teacher can inspire hundreds of children over the 
years. A teacher offers students the ethics of hope 
demonstrating how learning is worth the hard work and the 
challenges are stepping stones rather than barriers. These 
individuals elevate expectations, normalize positivity, and 
approach difficulties as opportunities to collaborate rather 
than to complain. Their influence extends far beyond their 
own classroom, shaping the entire school culture. 
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Great potentials are not always numbered or graded on a 
marksheet or on the certificates. It is more like an intuitive 
acknowledgement based on the overall aura which needs to 
be felt and recognized by the principal. Thus, when 
principals interview candidates, they are not merely filling 
vacancies; they are planting values. They choose who will 
nurture young minds, how collaboration will feel among 
staff, and whether optimism or cynicism becomes the 
dominant narrative. The school’s wellbeing and culture 
depends on the mindset of the teachers who are being hired 
and especially during challenging times. Teachers who 
thrive in adversity with a solution-oriented approach 
become pillars of the institution.  

There is a profound leadership truth: the most important 
decisions principal makes are about people. Programs 
change, initiatives evolve, and priorities shift—but the 
faculty remains the enduring force behind a school’s 
success or stagnation. Hiring faculty is not a procedural 
necessity—it is an act of strategic stewardship. Every new 
teacher becomes part of the school’s identity, shaping how 
students feel about learning and how educators feel about 
their profession. 

Schools are not simply places where instruction is 
delivered; they are dynamic ecosystems shaped by human 
relationships. Steele and Whitaker, in Essential Truths for 
Principals, remind leaders that although structural 
improvements matter, people are always the most valuable 
resource in education. As the centre of the institution the 
principal must understand individuality. People in the 
same profession must not necessarily showcase the similar 
nuances–a general rule of nature is that a heterogenous 



112 | From Bell to Bell 

atmosphere where diversity of thoughts would lash and 
collide endlessly, will give way to progress and 
development. It is a principal's utmost task to value these 
individualistic stances of each teacher who joins the 
institution. They might seem new and unconventional at 
first but as long as they are ethically sound and cohesive 
their values should not be judged as redundant or alien. 
Their identities are not limited to subject expertise; many 
possess a flair for organization, creativity, mentorship, or 
community engagement. When these skills remain 
unrecognized or underutilized, schools lose valuable 
opportunities for enrichment. However, when leaders 
acknowledge and channel these strengths into meaningful 
roles, the school environment becomes vibrant, inclusive, 
and innovative. It should be kept in consideration that the 
new teachers who are coming into this ecosystem will be 
bringing their own unique stand points and they must feel 
comfortable enough to apply them. A teachers’ artistry and 
creativity lies in their itching methods and each method 
differs from the rest for the better. If the teacher can be 
made to feel comfortable in their effort and feel valued 
their commitment will automatically rise.  

A leader must feel proud at the multidimensional 
contributions of the teachers rather than restricting them 
to mere course plans. This approach demonstrates trust 
and appreciation, allowing teachers to exercise agency and 
leadership. Some teachers demonstrate natural ability in 
areas such as organization, communication, or artistic 
presentation. These skills can be used to lead wellness or 
staff morale committees, creating a supportive and collegial 
atmosphere that uplifts the entire faculty. Similarly, 
educators who are empathetic and experienced can play a 
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pivotal role in mentoring new or struggling teachers. Their 
guidance can help newcomers navigate challenges, cultivate 
confidence, and integrate smoothly into the school 
community. 

For those who bring creativity and enthusiasm, organizing 
school events and celebrations becomes a powerful 
platform. Cultural festivals, art exhibitions, and inter-house 
competitions enrich student life and foster pride in the 
school. These shared experiences strengthen social bonds 
and contribute to a cohesive identity. 

Educators with leadership instincts also play a vital role in 
supporting student councils or clubs. Steele and Whitaker 
emphasize that effective leaders create conditions for 
teachers to excel. When teachers are trusted with roles that 
recognize their strengths, they feel valued. Their self-
efficacy rises, driving them to contribute more creatively 
and proactively. 

Consider the example of a diamond miner. A raw stone, 
covered in dust, might seem insignificant to the untrained 
eye. But a skilled jeweler looks deeper, recognizing its 
hidden brilliance. Likewise, a principal who is attuned to 
teachers’ talents identifies the value beneath the surface, 
nurturing potential before it becomes widely visible. This 
appreciative lens encourages teachers to believe in their 
own worth, which then reflects outward in their practice. 

When teachers are acknowledged for their strengths: 

1. They feel psychologically safe 

2. They invest emotionally in the school’s mission 

3. Their professional identity deepens 
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4. Their influence on peers becomes positive and 
uplifting 

Schools operate on relationships. The stability of these 
relationships determines whether teachers remain 
enthusiastic contributors or withdraw into minimal 
compliance. When principals honor the abilities teachers 
possess, the leadership-teacher relationship transforms into 
a partnership rather than a hierarchical demand structure. 

Inclusive leadership fosters: 
  trust 
  mutual respect 
  open communication 

  sustained motivat  

Steele and Whitaker stress that teachers who feel respected 
perform at their best. Respect encourages reciprocity.  

Let us consider a real-world scenario to better understand 
this reciprocity: 

If a principal observes a teacher who consistently 
volunteered to help new staff navigate school systems, 
though this effort was never part of her job description. 
Publicly acknowledging this role—perhaps during a staff 
meeting—not only validated the teacher’s contribution but 
also demonstrated that the school values collaborative 
spirit. Soon, more teachers stepped forward to assist peers, 
transforming isolated goodwill into shared culture. It is 
more like a snowball effect–when one is encouraged for 
their effort more will join to attain the similar praise. This 
is because a school’s success is a collective responsibility. 
The walls of a classroom are not boundaries; they are 
starting points. Teachers must view themselves not just as 
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caretakers of 30–40 students, but as contributors to the 
entire school community.  

1. A teacher’s influence should never be confined to a 
single classroom or a particular batch of students. 
Schools thrive when educators recognize that their 
professional identity is intertwined with the 
broader mission and wellbeing of the institution. 
Adopting a whole-school mindset means 
understanding that every decision, every 
relationship, and every act of support contributes 
to the collective success of the school community. 
This shift in perspective transforms teachers from 
isolated practitioners into co-authors of the 
school’s culture and achievements. 

2. When teachers view themselves as stakeholders in 
the entire institution, school-wide initiatives 
become more than administrative requirements. 
They are embraced as meaningful steps toward 
shared goals. Whether it is implementing a literacy 
program, organizing a cleanliness drive, or 
adopting new student welfare policies, teachers 
who possess a whole-school mindset participate 
with sincerity. Their enthusiasm helps translate 
policies into positive student experiences. 

3. In a healthy school culture, a teacher’s concern 
extends beyond the roster of names assigned to 
their subject. They recognize that every student is 
their student. When a child experiences social 
exclusion, academic difficulty, or emotional 
distress, teachers with a whole-school mindset 
respond with empathy regardless of whether that 
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learner is part of their class. This shared 
guardianship builds a powerful sense of belonging. 
Students begin to see the school as a supportive 
community, not a fragmented system of 
compartments. Such care strengthens values of 
inclusivity, ensuring no child feels invisible. 

4. A whole-school mindset replaces silos with synergy. 
Teachers from different departments come 
together to share expertise, solve challenges, and 
create interdisciplinary opportunities. They 
understand that collaboration enhances learning, 
improves instructional practices, and uplift overall 
school performance. For example, a science and 
arts teacher working together might deliver a 
creative STEM project, encouraging students to 
view knowledge as interconnected. These 
professional partnerships also improve 
communication, reduce misunderstandings, and 
build collegial respect. 

5. Every school has a distinct identity—its values, 
traditions, tone, and personality. Teachers play a 
critical role in shaping and sustaining this identity. 
When they actively participate in school 
celebrations, cultural programs, community 
outreach, student clubs, and leadership initiatives, 
they contribute to the living narrative of the 
institution. Their participation sends a message 
that the school is not just a workplace but a shared 
home for growth and creativity. The pride teachers 
feel becomes contagious, inspiring students and 
enhancing public perception of the school. 
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6. For such a mindset to thrive, principals must move 
beyond verbal expectations. They should create 
structures and experiences that allow teachers to 
participate in decision-making, lead initiatives, and 
witness the impact of their actions. Recognition, 
trust, and opportunities for leadership help 
transform the idea of shared ownership into daily 
practice. A principal’s influence becomes visible 
when teachers see themselves not as employees 
fulfilling a schedule, but as partners shaping the 
future of the school. 

School culture is an invisible force, yet it defines the daily 
experiences of every student and educator within the 
building. It is felt in the way people interact, the 
atmosphere of the corridors, and the shared sense of 
purpose that drives learning. Empowered teachers work 
with a sense of fulfillment and pride. This enthusiasm 
becomes both visible and contagious. Their commitment is 
not limited to completing tasks or meeting deadlines; 
instead, they actively seek to uplift students, collaborate 
with colleagues, and contribute creatively to school 
initiatives. 

Students are keen observers of adult behavior. They can 
immediately sense whether a teacher is enthusiastic or 
detached. When teachers feel valued and motivated, their 
lessons are infused with passion, innovation, and genuine 
care. Students respond by participating more actively, 
showing greater interest in learning, and developing 
positive attitudes toward school.  

Parents build their trust in a school largely through their 
interactions with teachers. When teachers convey 
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confidence, clarity, and dedication, families feel reassured 
that their children are in capable and caring hands. 
Parental involvement and support increase as trust 
develops, strengthening the school-community partnership 
that is essential for student success. 

As Steele and Whitaker emphasize, positive culture does 
not emerge by accident. It is shaped intentionally through 
leadership choices that recognize, trust, and empower 
educators. When principals create an environment where 
teachers feel that their efforts matter, the tone of the school 
shifts toward hope and collaboration. The emotional 
climate becomes warm and inspiring, guided by the belief 
that every individual makes a difference. 

If a school is to thrive, the faculty must feel that they are 
not merely executing instructions, but actively shaping the 
school’s wellbeing. This transformation does not happen 
organically—it requires deliberate leadership.  

How can a principal transform the culture of the school? 

1. When a principal openly praises a teacher’s efforts 
(through morning assemblies, staff meetings or a 
personal note) it validates their craft. This not only 
lifts individual morale but signals to others that 
appreciation is standard practice. Recognition 
becomes contagious, inspiring peers to uplift each 
other. 

2. Teaching can often feel isolating—four walls 
separating educators with similar goals. Intentional 
collaboration breaks these silos. When teachers co-
plan or observe each other, knowledge flows, 
camaraderie deepens, and responsibility for 
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student success becomes collective, rather than 
confined to individual classrooms. 

3. Empowerment becomes real only when teachers 
are trusted with purpose. Assigning leadership of 
committees, student clubs, or task forces conveys 
confidence in their abilities. 

4. Teachers spend the most time with students; their 
understanding of school dynamics is unmatched. 
When their ideas are sincerely invited and acted 
upon, they recognize that their voice shapes 
decisions. This reinforces psychological safety and 
strengthens trust in leadership. 

5. Enthusiasm thrives where innovation is welcomed. 
When principals encourage teachers to pilot a new 
program, redesign a process, or experiment with 
teaching approaches, they ignite creativity and 
autonomy. Ownership naturally emerges when 
initiatives are teacher-driven rather than mandated 
from the top. 

A truly healthy school culture grows from more than 
policies or programs—it grows from the people who fill its 
hallways every day. At the heart of that growth are 
relationships built on trust, recognition, and a shared desire 
to see every child thrive. When teachers are given 
opportunities to look beyond the four walls of their 
classroom, something powerful happens. They stop feeling 
like caretakers of only “their” students and start embracing 
the wellbeing of the entire school community. They 
become problem-solvers, culture-builders, and advocates. 
Steele and Whitaker remind us that the best schools are 
built by teachers who feel respected and supported. The 
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true measure of a principal’s impact is seen in how many 
teachers feel empowered to lead, inspire, and innovate. 
When educators see themselves as essential contributors to 
the school’s story, the entire environment shifts. The 
school becomes more than separate classrooms working 
side by side–it becomes one community moving forward 
together, by collective purpose and shared excellence. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: The Passionate Hire Who Breaks the 
Rhythm 
Scenario 

A newly hired teacher radiates enthusiasm, creativity, and 
student-centered energy during interviews. Credentials are 
adequate but not exceptional. The principal trusts intuition 
and hires them, believing passion can ignite culture. 
Within months, veteran teachers complain that the new 
teacher “does things differently,” and question existing 
practices that have been the soul of the school. 
Collaboration becomes tense as there is a disruption in 
established routines. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Energy that ignites innovation in culture can also 
destabilize it. 

Questions 

1. At what stage does enthusiasm become disruption 
to existing practices? 

2. To what extent should cultural fit be prioritized 
over cultural renewal? 

3. Is resistance from veteran staff a warning or a sign 
that growth is occurring? 
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Case Study 2: The Perfect Resume, the Cold 
Classroom 
Scenario 

A teacher with exemplary qualifications, significant years 
of experience, and strong references joins the school. 
Students report disengagement and there is visible lack of 
interest. Colleagues notice minimal collaboration and 
communication. Though the teacher fulfills duties 
efficiently; contribution to school culture is minimal. 

Leadership Dilemma 
High competence, low engagement. 

Questions 

1. How does the Principal balance when a teacher is 
“doing their job” but not enriching culture? 

2.  How should emotional detachment be addressed 
without demotivating the employee? 

3. Can culture be mandated or only modeled or 
should it also be moulded with time? 
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Case Study 3: Intuition vs. Equity 
Scenario 

A principal pride themselves on “reading people beyond 
resumes” and often hires based on perceived energy, 
warmth, and cultural contribution. Patterns emerge: 
candidates who are quieter, less expressive, or culturally 
different are repeatedly overlooked, despite strong 
instructional capacity. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Intuition risks becoming biased. 

Questions 

1. How can principals distinguish insight from 
unconscious bias? 

2. How should interview panels be created and hires 
assessed to ensure a balance? 
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Chapter: 10 

SStriving for the Excellence 

n a school, a Principal’s responsibility is much more than 
maintaining schedules and managing. If we could 

imagine the school as a physiological structure, then the 
Principal is no less than the base of it. The most pivotal 
aspect of a structure where the teachers and other staff are 
the pillars holding up the structure. Therefore a principal’s 
primary duty is to understand that with one misstep on 
their tread can bring the whole structure down. Now how 
can we define a wrong decision? A wrong decision in a 
school scenario could not be marked with black and white, 
it is not binary, it is a collective response and should always 
be so where the principal is not the autocratic figure, taking 
all the decisions for  the rest of the people. Their decisions 
must be analytical and well perceived by everyone who is 
immediately influenced by it. It is a complex endeavour to 
sustain a collaborative and unified stream of ideas, 
especially in a school—a heterogenous space filled with 
talented teachers and staff, each bringing their own 
brilliance. But the final call lies with the principal, who not 
as a despot but a loving guide must ponder upon the best 
idea the one that can ameliorate the school in the long run. 

I 
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They will know how to introduce a new idea to the rest 
without belittling the ideas previously offered by them.  

A principal must know the art of oratory not only as a 
leader but as the unifying centre of the school.  

However it is not just collaboration that they need to be 
mindful of, it is the ultimate development of the school 
that largely falls on the shoulders of the principal. A school 
can never become exemplary over a fortnight, what it 
requires is a firm and foresighted leader. Just like the 
analogy of a plant. A plant can grow, get lush, and bloom 
as long as its roots are alive and getting enough fresh air to 
revive the second the roots start rotting in the same soggy 
old soil there can be no hope for the plant which eventually 
dies. The principal is like the root and if the new ideas, 
challenges are not used to its potentials the old system will 
not be able to thrive longer and a disaster becomes 
impending. New ideas which might bring the school out of 
its comfort zone, seems uncomfortable and like a hurdle 
initially but the sweet result of that difficult decision will 
eventually show itself in the near future soon. And this 
difficult decision must be taken by a strong and resolute 
leader, the principal.  

1. Striving for the Extraordinary, Not Settling for 
the Ordinary: 
Striving for the extraordinary begins with vision. A 
principal's vision should not merely describe what the 
school is, but what it could become. An ordinary vision 
stabilizes a school;  an extraordinary vision transforms it. 
In the book, Essential Truths for Principals, the truth that 
“great principals understand that culture drives behavior” 
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provides the foundation for this point. When leaders 
articulate a compelling direction they expand what teachers 
believe is achievable. This creates a sense of shared purpose 
that elevates daily work. A school’s vision must therefore 
reach far beyond compliance metrics.  

Leaders set the tone. In chapters addressing 
professionalism and consistency, Steele and Whitaker 
highlight how principals’ behaviors become reference 
points for the entire school. If a principal demonstrates 
curiosity, resilience, kindness, and discipline, the staff is 
more likely to internalize those same qualities. Teachers 
often emulate what their leaders normalize. Ordinary 
leadership creates ordinary professionalism. Extraordinary 
leadership inspires cultures where staff continually refine 
their craft and expect more from themselves.  

Extraordinary results come not from isolated heroic acts 
but from strong systems. The book’s discussion on 
organizational structures and accountability suggests that 
effective principals create reliable pathways to success. This 
means designing systems such as: regular instructional 
coaching cycles; collaborative teacher teams; consistent 
student support structures; and transparent 
communication routines.   

One of the truths emphasized in the book is that teachers 
make the biggest difference. Exceptional principals 
therefore invest in teachers not only as executors of 
instruction but as leaders in their own right. In such a case 
the principal must: ensure teachers with meaningful 
decision-making opportunities. Recognize and leverage 
individual strengths, encourage innovation in instructional 
practice, and support leadership roles without bureaucracy. 
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Striving the extraordinary can be summed up for easy 
comprehension as four: 1. Entrusting teachers with 
meaningful decision-making opportunities; 2. recognizing 
and leveraging individual strengths; 3. encouraging 
innovation in instructional practice; 4. supporting 
leadership roles without bureaucracy.  

By simply overlooking a low performance, or excusing poor 
communications, or missing the negative attitudes, a leader 
allows the curse of ordinariness fosters over time. Principals 
who maintain high expectations confront these issues not 
with punishment, but with clarity and support. A school 
becomes extraordinary when leaders: 

1. address concerns early 

2. maintain unwavering expectations 

3. refuse to normalize mediocrity 

4. celebrate excellence consistently 

These actions are not arrogance, these are the tough 
conversations that Steele and Whitaker have talked about 
in their book where avoiding complacency is an act of care 
for the entire school community. 

2. Data Is Needed for Decision-Making, but 
Stories Are Essential for Understanding 
Modern school leadership often involves navigating a 
landscape overflowing with metrics, assessments, 
dashboards, and performance indicators. Data is 
indispensable, but data alone does not capture the human 
complexity of learning environments. Data anchors 
decisions. Without it, choices risk becoming subjective or 
driven by anecdotal impressions. In a school Data are 
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subdivided according to their nature and kin. For example 
there are: 

1. student assessment data 

2. attendance patterns 

3. teacher performance indicators 

4. behavioral records 

5. demographic information 

These forms of data reveal trends, expose gaps, and help 
leaders allocate resources effectively. For example, if data 
shows a significant drop in grade-level reading proficiency, 
the principal knows where to focus instructional support. 
Data sheets can answer the ‘what’. Data points are 
snapshots. They are precise but incomplete. A number can 
tell you a student’s score but not the circumstances behind 
it. A teacher’s evaluation rating reveals performance but 
not the challenges shaping that performance. It can give 
some structure to the abstract form of an issue but the 
‘why’ couldn't be answered by these two-dimensional 
metrics and they require a more personalized approach. For 
instance, a spike in absenteeism might look like 
disengagement in the data. But through listening—through 
stories—the principal may learn that students are caring for 
younger siblings while their parents work long hours. 
Responding to this issue requires empathy, not 
punishment. 

Steele and Whitaker emphasize the principal’s 
responsibility to build trust and relationships, and this 
begins with the discipline of deep listening. When leaders 
truly listen—to teachers, students, and families—they gain 
insight into the stories that shape the school community. 



129 | From Bell to Bell 

Through these stories, principals come to understand why 
certain programs succeed or struggle, how teachers 
experience workload, stress, and support, and what barriers 
students face that remain invisible in numerical data. 
Listening, therefore, becomes a bridge between surface-
level indicators and the lived realities beneath them. 
Principals who listen consistently demonstrate that while 
data informs their decisions, it is the human story behind 
the data that inspires compassionate and context-sensitive 
responses. 

Listening becomes so important in a school because the 
school culture is built upon narratives. A school is no 
factory where the authority deals with machines. It is a 
human-driven infrastructure where everyone has their own 
stores to share and any new configuration is not a tested 
experiment but a collaborative stand. The shared stories of 
resilience, growth, struggle, and triumph weave together to 
create the emotional fabric of a school. Principals who 
recognize the power of narrative can harness stories to 
highlight teacher achievements, celebrate student progress, 
communicate values through lived examples, and 
humanize policy decisions that might otherwise feel distant 
or procedural. Stories give meaning to the work educators 
do. They remind teachers of their impact, offer students 
models of identity and aspiration, and connect families to 
the broader mission of the school. When woven 
intentionally, these stories become the heartbeat of a 
strong and supportive school environment. 

The most effective leaders skillfully combine data and 
stories to make decisions that are both objective and 
empathetic. Data provides clarity, revealing patterns and 
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pointing to areas that require attention. Stories provide 
depth, offering insight into the human experiences behind 
the numbers. When a principal observes a decline in staff 
morale through surveys or performance indicators, it is the 
accompanying stories—teachers feeling overwhelmed by a 
new evaluation policy—that illuminate the real issue. The 
resulting actions, therefore, blend structural adjustments 
with relational rebuilding. 

Similarly, data might indicate gaps in math achievement, 
but listening to students may reveal that they lack 
confidence or feel disconnected from instructional 
methods. Addressing the problem then requires both 
targeted intervention and classroom culture enhancement. 
This integration reflects a core leadership truth: decisions 
should be informed by data but guided by empathy. 

Great principals do far more than present numbers; they 
breathe life into them. In a school, data is never just a 
percentage or a score—it is the lived experience of children 
and teachers translated into figures. When leaders frame 
data through real classroom moments, they allow families 
and staff to witness the human journey behind the metrics. 
Instead of stating, “Our reading proficiency is at 62%,” a 
principal rooted in relational leadership might speak of 
students who once struggled to decode simple words and 
now read short stories with confidence. In doing so, the 
leader is not reporting a statistic but honouring a story of 
growth. This kind of communication transforms data from 
a cold measure into a warm reminder of what becomes 
possible when every child is seen, supported, and guided. It 
shifts data from a static record into a shared narrative of 
potential, progress, and collective belief. 
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3. Beyond Identifying Challenges: The Necessity 
of Solution Development 
Schools naturally face challenges. These may appear in 
instructional quality, student behaviour, teacher morale, 
resource limitations, or community engagement. Many 
individuals within the school can identify such issues; 
teachers often see classroom-level concerns, parents 
observe developmental needs, and students express their 
own vulnerabilities. However, leadership is tested when 
principals must interpret these challenges at a systems 
level. Recognizing a challenge is important but insufficient. 
Merely pointing out the problem does not transform it. 
Solution development requires intentional thinking. 
Effective principals adopt a mindset where challenges are 
not disruptions but opportunities for innovation and 
improvement. For example, if student engagement is low, 
the solution cannot simply be “teachers must make lessons 
more interactive.” A principal grounded in reflective 
leadership identifies underlying issues—curriculum gaps, 
lack of training, rigid schedules, or student stress—and 
works collaboratively with the staff to create appropriate 
responses. This process of problem solving requires:  

1. Analyzing the root cause rather than addressing 
symptoms 

2. Gathering perspectives from teachers, students, 
and families 

3. Examining data that identifies trends 

4. Aligning solutions with school values and vision 

5. Communicating expectations and timelines clearly 

For example, if student engagement is low, the solution 
cannot simply be “teachers must make lessons more 
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interactive.” A principal grounded in reflective leadership 
identifies underlying issues—curriculum gaps, lack of 
training, rigid schedules, or student stress—and works 
collaboratively with the staff to create appropriate 
responses. 

A principal must always be mindful that any solution that 
is imposed from the top rarely sustains themselves. 
Sustainable improvements require collaboration. A leader 
should present an idea to the teacher who then with 
brainstorming and planning will make the difference. In a 
way it can foster a sense of ownership that will lead to 
accountability in teachers and for sure, this can bring about 
the empowerment of the teachers as well. This approach 
not only strengthens solutions but also builds trust. 
Teachers feel valued when their expertise is acknowledged, 
and solutions become more realistic, efficient, and context-
sensitive. Instead of a single voice dictating direction, the 
school becomes a collective of individuals working together 
for progress. 

The Essential Truths for Principals has highlighted the 
importance of consistency because problem solving does 
not end with the abstraction of the solution. It needs firm 
implementation and regular monitoring. Effective leaders 
should communicate steps clearly, assign roles and 
responsibilities, track progress, adjust strategies when 
needed, celebrate small successes, and sustain momentum. 
Leadership is stewarding them until they become 
embedded in the school’s culture. Solution development, 
when approached with follow-through, reflects a principal’s 
reliability and integrity. 
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It is easy to point out the shortcoming and ponder upon 
the negative aspect but to build a mindset that maneuvers 
a way out of it, or to ameliorate that, needs expert hold on 
one’s thoughts. And an effective leader must build a model 
where the teachers will strive to find solutions rather than 
only identifying the problems. Students also learn that 
challenges are not roadblocks but invitations to think 
critically and creatively. 

4. Making the Most of Unplanned and 
Unscheduled Moments 
While structured leadership is crucial, many of the most 
meaningful and transformative interactions in a school 
occur away from scheduled meetings or planned initiatives. 
the relational and human-centered nature of leadership, 
reminding principals that the culture of a school is often 
shaped in everyday moments rather than in formal 
announcements. 

A school is not only a bureaucratic environment where 
change is excluded. A school is a living breathing ecosystem 
where emotions evolve, plans alter, learning develops with 
every day. And therefore a planned blueprint becomes 
futile. Unplanned moments arise naturally and without 
warning: a student seeking a listening ear, a teacher needing 
reassurance, a parent arriving unexpectedly, or a conflict 
brewing subtly between peers. While a principal’s schedule 
may be full, their influence crescendos in these unscripted 
spaces. These moments carry immense potential because 
they reinforce the school’s emotional climate. A principal 
who is available, attentive, and responsive in such moments 
models empathy, presence, and composure. 
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An unplanned change or unforeseen situation does not 
always arise out of the blue but takes its shape slowly, in 
the unnoticed corners and thus a visible principal is needed 
who can see what generally gets overlooked. Being 
physically present in hallways, classrooms, playgrounds, 
and staff areas creates opportunities for authentic 
engagement. It also signals to the school community that 
their leader is not confined to an office but is actively 
connected to the rhythms of school life. By simply making 
that effort a principal can notice patterns earlier, build 
informal relationships, reassure staff during stressful times, 
support students through daily touchpoints, reduce 
behavioural issues through proximity, reduce behavioural 
issues through proximity, and sense the emotional tone of 
the building.  

For instance: A student expressing frustration might signal 
a looming academic struggle. A teacher sighing heavily 
during lunch might hint at rising burnout. A parent 
casually sharing a concern might reveal a broader 
community pattern. By responding thoughtfully, principals 
show care that strengthens school relationships. 

Unplanned moments often reveal needs that structured 
conversations overlook. When a principal stops to speak 
with a student in the hallway, observes a small act of 
kindness, or hears a teacher casually mention a challenge, 
these interactions become entry points for deeper 
understanding or timely support. 

When principals consistently treat unplanned interactions 
with respect and attentiveness, they cultivate psychological 
safety. Teachers become more willing to share concerns. 
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Students feel safe approaching leadership. Parents develop 
confidence in the school’s responsiveness. 

This culture of safety encourages openness, which in turn 
improves academic performance, staff morale, and school 
climate. Making the most of unscheduled moments 
requires flexibility. While principals need structure to 
remain effective, they must avoid becoming rigid or overly 
task-driven. The ability to pause, shift attention, and 
respond without frustration demonstrates emotional 
intelligence. Moreover, leaders who remain open to 
spontaneous possibilities harness the creative energy of the 
school. They understand that structured planning is 
important, but some of the school’s most powerful ideas 
emerge organically when people feel seen and supported. 

Therefore a principal’s duty never ends, not even when 
everyone is resting or things are at halt. A persistent 
watchfulness and a flexible manner to bend a situation and 
the structural authority are the key to building something 
more than just a school. They end up creating an extended 
family of their teachers and students. A place that throbs 
with passion, dedication, and equality. When principals 
pair steadiness with adaptability, they cultivate far more 
than an institution; they build a community. Over time, 
their presence creates an extended family of teachers and 
students who feel seen, valued, and supported. Under such 
leadership, the school becomes a living environment—one 
that pulses with passion, shared purpose, and a sense of 
equality. It transforms into a place where people thrive not 
only because of rules or routines, but because they feel 
genuinely connected to something larger than themselves. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: When High Expectations Become Heavy 
Scenario 

A principal known for striving toward excellence refuses to 
normalize mediocrity. Low instructional quality, delayed 
communication, and negative attitudes are addressed early 
through direct conversations and clear expectations. While 
some teachers rise to the challenge, others feel constantly 
scrutinized. Morale dips among mid-performing teachers 
who feel they are “never good enough.” Informal 
conversations reveal growing fear of making mistakes. 

Leadership Tension 
The principal believes high expectations are acts of care. 
Teachers experience them as pressure. 

Questions 

1. When does striving for excellence cross into 
emotional exhaustion? 

2. Who decides the pace at which excellence should 
be pursued? 
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Case Study 2: Collaboration That Ends in Conflict 
Scenario 

A principal actively seeks collective decision-making, 
encouraging diverse ideas before making final calls. 
Teachers invest deeply in proposals. When the principal 
ultimately selects one direction, others feel dismissed. 
Trust erodes not because voices were silenced—but because 
they were invited and not chosen. 

Leadership Tension 
Collaboration raises expectations of influence that 
leadership cannot fully satisfy. 

Questions 

1. Is it ethical to invite collaboration when authority 
remains centralized? 

2. How should leaders honor ideas they do not adopt? 

3. Can collaboration backfire if final responsibility 
lies with one person? 
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Case Study 3: Data Tells One Story—People Tell 
Another 
Scenario 

Student achievement data indicates declining performance. 
The principal initiates targeted interventions based on 
measurable trends. Teachers argue that the data ignores 
recent trauma in the community. Students’ stories reveal 
instability, caregiving responsibilities, and emotional 
distress. Progress remains slow despite interventions. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Data demands urgency. Stories demand patience. 

Questions 

1. When data and lived experience conflict, which 
should guide leadership action? 

2. Can empathy justify delayed outcomes?  

3. How long should a school tolerate low performance 
in the name of care? 
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Chapter: 11 

LLeaders’ Imagination Facilitates the 
Growth 

efore anything comes into being, there is first a 
thought, more precisely, the act of imagination. No 

change originates solely in a laboratory or within an 
organisation; it begins in the mind, in shifts of thought and 
perspective, and only then takes form, shaping actions and 
unlocking human potential. A school is no exception which 
primarily comes into realization through an idea and this 
doesn’t stop even after the establishment of the school. It 
undergoes consistent developments and change and these 
changes are always perceived through silent imaginations. 
Every big thought, improving instructional quality, 
strengthening school culture, or building collective 
responsibility, originates in the leader’s capacity to imagine 
a better state than the present one. A Principal imagines a 
different quality of conversation in the corridors, a 
different tone in classrooms, a different confidence in 
teachers, and a different sense of belonging in students. 
This imaginative act, often invisible, becomes the first step 
in unlocking organisational potential. 

B 
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Imagination in leadership is not fancy, it is foresight. It 
allows the principal to see beyond immediate constraints 
and to envision systems that function with coherence, 
trust, and purpose. Organisational potential remains 
dormant when leadership is limited to maintenance. 
Schools function, but they do not evolve. Imagination 
disrupts complacency by introducing possibility. 
Imagination always clarifies the leader’s focus on the 
fundamentals of the school, i.e. teaching and learning. It 
prevents leaders from being consumed by peripheral tasks 
and allows them to align systems around instructional 
impact. 

A vision is a way of regulation, to make the school culture 
rooted in trust. Classrooms need to be observed for 
reflections and a vision never promotes surveillance. 
Teachers are not reduced to compliance units but 
recognised as professionals capable of self-improvement. 
This aligns with Whitaker’s assertion that great principals 
hire good people and then support them rather than 
attempt to control every detail of their work. Imagination 
thus reframes accountability as a shared responsibility. 

Schools improve when instruction improves, and 
instruction improves when leaders remain visibly and 
meaningfully engaged in classrooms. But there is a thin line 
between supervision and micromanagement. Supervision is 
an act of presence, wherein the principal understands the 
realities of the classroom. Micromanagement, on the other 
hand, focuses on minor deviations rather than meaningful 
outcomes and often erodes teacher confidence. 

Effective principals observe patterns rather than policing 
every action. A principal should spend time where their 
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presence makes the greatest difference. This means 
prioritising instructional conversations over administrative 
minutiae and supervision becomes a leadership tool for 
alignment. 

Micromanagement is an outcome of the anxious 
leadership. When principals feel responsible for every 
outcome, they may attempt to control every process. 
However it is well established now that a school succeeds 
not because the principal does everything but because they 
enable others to do their best work. 

Imagination plays a crucial role here. A principal who 
imagines a staff capable of ownership will design 
supervisory practices that encourage autonomy. Teachers 
are given clarity about expectations but flexibility in 
execution. Feedback focuses on impact. But with 
micromanagement the capacity is being narrowed.  
Micromanagement is the end of innovation, decision 
making approach and creativity. As Essential Truth for 
Principals repeatedly underscores that trust is not naïve 
optimism but a strategic necessity. When leaders trust their 
teachers, supervision becomes developmental rather than 
directive. 

Supervision should expand a school’s collective 
competence.  An effective principal knows how to 
differentiate their support; to strong teachers' affirmation 
and to struggling teachers they provide clarity, guidance, 
and follow through. This differentiation requires open 
mindedness which is a by-product of imaginative 
leadership. Such a leadership is not merely about 
evaluating performance but about shaping professional 
identity. When principals imagine teachers as lifelong 



142 | From Bell to Bell 

learners, supervision becomes a coaching relationship. 
Observations lead to reflective dialogue, goal-setting, and 
professional growth. Such supervision demands 
consistency and courage. It requires principals to address 
underperformance directly while maintaining respect. A 
school loses organizational integrity when difficult 
conversations are avoided. These conversations must be 
anchored in the shared vision of improvement rather than 
punitive intent. 

A principal who imagines a collaborative culture supervises 
interactions as much as instruction. They pay attention to 
how teachers speak about students, how teams solve 
problems, and how conflict is addressed. Supervision 
extends beyond lesson plans to include professional norms. 

Micromanagement often overlooks culture because it 
focuses narrowly on tasks. Effective supervision, guided by 
vision, addresses the deeper layers of behaviour and belief. 
It ensures that organisational potential is not fragmented 
but coherent. 

Imaginative leadership ensures this alignment by 
continually connecting daily practices to long-term goals. 
The principal reminds teachers not only what is expected 
but why it matters. Supervision becomes a means of 
sustaining purpose rather than enforcing compliance. 

This approach also prevents burnout. Teachers who 
understand the meaning behind expectations are more 
likely to remain committed. Supervision grounded in 
shared vision energises rather than exhausts. Schools 
improve when leaders believe in their people and act 
accordingly. Imagination ignites this belief; supervision 
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sustains it. Organisational potential is not unlocked 
through pressure but through possibility. When principals 
imagine excellence, they raise expectations without 
diminishing morale. When they supervise with clarity and 
trust, they create conditions for continuous improvement. 
Micromanagement may produce short-term compliance, 
but it cannot produce long-term growth. 

Every big thought begins in imagination, and every 
meaningful school improvement begins in leadership 
vision. Essential Truths for Principals reminds that 
effective leadership is not complex but intentional. 
Supervision must remain a priority, yet it must be exercised 
with wisdom, restraint, and purpose. 

When imagination guides supervision, micromanagement 
fades, and professional trust grows. Organisational 
potential is no longer hidden but activated. The principal 
becomes not merely an administrator of systems, but an 
architect of possibility—one who sees the future clearly 
enough to lead others toward it, one classroom, one 
conversation, and one act of belief at a time. 

Long before leadership is announced through decisions or 
directives, it is revealed through atmosphere. One can enter 
an institution and sense its leadership without ever meeting 
its leader through the confidence and quality of 
conversation. This invisible yet powerful presence is not 
accidental. It is the result of leadership that understands 
one essential truth: leadership is not about command 
alone, but about tone. In Essential Truths for Principals, it 
has been affirmed that intentional listening can shape and 
empower a school. Leadership that sets the right tone 
creates conditions where excellence is not enforced but 
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expected. Such leadership understands that authority 
grows stronger when it is shared, and that listening is not a 
passive act but a strategic one. 

The principal’s attitude toward challenges, teachers, 
students, and change becomes the emotional and 
professional reference point for the entire school. 
Optimism or cynicism, calm or anxiety, trust or suspicion 
are the qualities that cascade downward through the 
system. Setting the tone does not require constant visibility 
or dramatic gestures. It is established through consistency. 
When leaders respond to pressure with clarity rather than 
panic, they model resilience. When they address mistakes 
with fairness rather than blame, they cultivate 
psychological safety. In effective schools, the tone is one of 
professionalism and purpose. This tone allows teachers to 
take risks, innovate, and grow. In contrast, when leadership 
communicates distrust or inconsistency, even highly 
capable staff members retreat into compliance. 

Schools improve when leadership is distributed rather than 
concentrated. Empowering others to lead does not 
diminish the principal’s authority; it amplifies it. When 
teachers are entrusted with responsibility, they develop 
ownership, accountability, and pride in the institution’s 
success. Empowerment begins with belief. Leaders must 
genuinely believe that others are capable of leadership. This 
belief then translates into action. Empowering leadership 
also involves clarity. Teachers cannot lead effectively in 
ambiguous conditions. Leaders must articulate clear 
expectations and shared goals, ensuring that empowerment 
does not become fragmentation. When vision is clear, 
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leadership roles at all levels align naturally with 
institutional priorities. 

In schools where empowerment is authentic, leadership 
becomes a shared identity rather than a positional title. 
Teachers begin to influence peers, mentor newcomers, and 
contribute to decision-making. This collective leadership 
capacity ensures continuity and resilience, particularly 
during periods of change. Empowerment is inseparable 
from trust. However, trust is not blind. Empowering leaders 
remain engaged and observant. They provide guidance, 
feedback, and support without resorting to control. This 
balance distinguishes empowerment from abdication. 
Leaders empower others not by stepping away, but by 
standing alongside them. 

An efficient leader must know the importance of strategic 
listening. If setting the tone establishes direction, listening 
sustains momentum. Listening is one of the most 
underestimated leadership skills. Leaders who listen well 
gain insight, credibility, and trust. Those who do not risk 
disconnection, no matter how well-intentioned they may 
be. Listening is not merely hearing concerns; it is 
understanding perspectives. In educational settings, 
principals must listen to teachers, students, parents, and 
support staff, each offering a different perception of the 
reality. Importantly, listening does not mean agreeing with 
every viewpoint. Effective leaders can listen deeply while 
still making difficult decisions. What matters is that people 
feel heard and respected. This sense of being valued 
strengthens commitment even when outcomes are not 
ideal. 
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Leaders communicate priorities through their listening 
habits. What leaders listen to and what they dismiss, sends 
a clear message about what matters. When principals listen 
attentively to instructional concerns, they reinforce the 
centrality of teaching and learning. Listening also serves as 
an early warning system. Issues rarely emerge suddenly; 
they surface gradually through patterns of conversation. 
Leaders who listen closely can address concerns proactively 
rather than reactively. 

Empowerment without listening becomes performative. 
Leaders may delegate roles, but without listening, they fail 
to understand the challenges those leaders face. Listening 
completes the empowerment cycle. It allows leaders to 
adjust support, refine expectations, and celebrate success 
authentically. 

When teachers are empowered to lead initiatives, listening 
ensures alignment rather than isolation. Regular dialogue 
allows principals to monitor progress without 
micromanaging. By listening, leaders allow others to 
articulate insights they may not have voiced otherwise. 
Being a listener-in-chief requires discipline. It demands 
setting aside assumptions, managing time intentionally, 
and resisting the urge to immediately solve problems. 

Listening itself sets the tone. A school where leadership 
listens becomes a school where dialogue is valued. This 
tone encourages collaboration rather than competition, 
reflection rather than defensiveness. When leaders listen 
with consistency and sincerity, they cultivate a climate of 
mutual respect. This climate becomes self-reinforcing, as 
empowered individuals begin to listen to one another with 
the same attentiveness modeled by leadership. 
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Leadership is not defined solely by authority or expertise, 
but by presence and receptivity. Essential Truths for 
Principals makes clear that effective leaders set the tone by 
how they act, respond, and listen. Empowering others to 
lead strengthens the organisation, while listening ensures 
that empowerment remains meaningful and aligned. In 
schools where leadership sets a tone of trust, clarity, and 
respect, people rise to expectations rather than retreat from 
them. Listening builds relationships and unlock collective 
potentials. 

Ultimately, leadership that empowers and listens or the 
ones who know the directive force of productive 
imagination does not seek to stand above others, but 
among them. It recognises that the strength of an 
institution lies not in a single voice, but in the harmony 
created when many voices are heard, valued, and guided 
toward a shared purpose. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: When Vision Feels Like Surveillance 
Scenario 

A principal enters a struggling school with a strong 
imaginative vision: classrooms marked by dialogue, 
confidence, and professional autonomy. Classroom 
walkthroughs increase, framed as “instructional presence.” 
A few teachers welcome the attention and support while 
the others interpret the frequent visits as surveillance. 
Informal conversations suggest that teachers are altering 
lessons to “perform” when the principal is nearby. This 
pretence slows down innovation and creativity in teaching 
methods. 

Leadership Dilemma 
The principal believes that their approach is to understand 
what is happening in classrooms and signal commitment to 
instruction although teachers experience it as pressure and 
scrutiny. 

Questions 

1. At what point does instructional presence become 
performative supervision? 

2. Can vision-driven supervision unintentionally 
imply mistrust among the staff members? 

3. How does one create boundaries between being 
supportive or intrusive - the leader or the teacher? 
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Case Study 2: Imagination vs. Institutional Reality 
Scenario 

A principal imagines a school culture rooted in autonomy 
and shared accountability. Supervisory systems are 
redesigned to reduce checklists and documentation, 
increase reflective dialogue and internal communication. 
District officials flag the school for “lack of 
documentation.” External auditors demand measurable 
compliance indicators and teachers are asked to 
retroactively produce evidence for the work that has been 
done over the year. 

Leadership Dilemma 
The leader must choose between protecting an imaginative, 
trust-based culture or satisfying external demands of 
documentation and accountability. 

Questions 

1. In what ways can imaginative leadership sustain 
within structured systems that include external 
reporting? 

2. When compliance threatens culture, what should 
leaders prioritise? 

3. Who bears the cost of unimaginative leadership: 
the leader, the teachers, or the students? 
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Case Study 3: Differentiation That Divides 
Scenario 

The principal observes differences in classroom 
participation, student performance, and feedback After 
multiple rounds of analysis, supervision begins but it is 
differentiated: strong teachers receive affirmation and 
autonomy; struggling teachers receive closer guidance and 
follow-up. Teachers begin comparing treatment. Some 
perceive favoritism, others feel labeled and exposed. 
Collaboration weakens as teachers retreat into self-
protection. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Differentiation is pedagogically sound but socially 
destabilizing. 

Questions 

1. Can differentiated supervision coexist with a 
culture of professional equality? 

2. How can differentiation be managed in an effective 
manner while ensuring capability development? 

3. When does a collaborative learning environment 
work effectively? 
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Chapter: 12  

CConclusion 

aken together, the chapters invite us to see the 
principal not as a solitary decision-maker standing 

above the system, but as an instructional leader rooted 
within it—deeply attuned with the culture of the school. As 
this work comes to its close, what remains most visible is 
not a checklist of leadership strategies or a rigid framework 
of administrative competence, but a living portrait of 
school leadership as an ongoing, relational practice. Across 
these chapters, leadership has unfolded less as a position of 
authority and more as a sustained act of presence. School 
being a human ecosystem and not an institution merely run 
by policies and procedures, builds its foundation daily with 
trust and care. This orientation echoes a foundational truth 
articulated by scholars of transformational leadership: that 
schools reflect the quality of relationships within them, and 
that leadership influence flows most powerfully through 
people rather than directives.  

In the opening chapter of this book it has been largely 
talked about a school as a reflection of its community and 
this idea reverberates through the entire book. Although a 
principal does stand out as an instructional leader of the 

T 
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school they can not be separated from their roles as cultural 
leaders as well and the first criteria of that is to be the most 
attentive listener, to evaluate the health of the school. Such 
an evaluation does not require a performance indicator but 
a compassionate evaluation of the lived experiences of the 
teachers, students and the staff. Listening here is both a 
moral stance and a diagnostic tool. Helping teachers 
improve themselves, valuing their professional judgment, 
and honoring the diversity they bring are not isolated 
leadership actions; they are signals. They communicate 
whether a school is a place of safety or suspicion, growth or 
compliance. When teachers feel heard, they are more 
willing to experiment, to take instructional risks, and to 
align themselves with the broader mission of the school. In 
this way, leadership sets conditions rather than commands 
outcomes. 

The emphasis on community partnerships further 
reinforces this idea. Schools do not exist in isolation, and 
leadership must reach outwards towards the shared civic 
goals of families. Education, as repeatedly underscored, is 
ultimately about building lives, not merely delivering 
curricula. This broader vision gives meaning to daily work 
and situates academic achievement within a larger human 
purpose. 

Passionate educators carry initiatives forward through 
obstacles, uncertainty, and fatigue. The programmatic 
growth and initiative building particularly through 
examples such as the homework café, makes passion get 
driven by purpose. Celebrating effort rather than only 
outcomes becomes a quiet but powerful leadership move. 
It shifts the culture from performance anxiety to 
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developmental confidence. When teachers are empowered 
to lead, when their attempts are acknowledged even before 
results are perfected, leadership multiplies itself. This 
approach resonates with the idea of leadership in practice 
where the principal does not become the hero but a steward 
of a collective momentum.  

Developing a personal mission statement, as discussed in 
earlier chapters, serves as an anchor in this complex 
landscape. It allows leaders to remain mindful amid 
competing demands and to return repeatedly to first 
principles when challenges arise. This inward clarity 
supports outward calm, especially when navigating conflict. 
Prioritizing challenges, maintaining poise, and offering 
reassurance are not merely emotional skills; they are 
strategic capacities that stabilize the entire school system. 

Traditions, while meaningful, are not sacred if they no 
longer serve learners. Leadership, in this sense, requires the 
courage to ask difficult questions: Whose needs are being 
met? Whose voices are missing? What assumptions are we 
preserving simply because they are familiar? By 
foregrounding the student voice, the chapters emphasize 
communication as the central artery of school life. 
Listening to students does not diminish adult authority; 
rather, it sharpens it. When students feel seen and heard, 
engagement deepens, trust grows, and learning becomes 
more authentic. This orientation aligns closely with 
contemporary understandings of effective instructional 
leadership, which recognize that academic outcomes are 
inseparable from emotional safety and relational 
coherence. A school that serves only the intellect but 
neglects the person cannot sustain excellence over time. 
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Perhaps the most sustained and resonant focus of this work 
lies in its treatment of teachers—not as implementers of 
policy, but as co-architects of school culture. Building and 
protecting teacher morale emerges as a non-negotiable 
leadership responsibility. Recognition, inclusion in 
decision-making, and respect for professional judgment are 
not motivational extras; they are foundational conditions 
for trust. Delegation must turn into empowerment and not 
abdication. Authentic encouragement communicates trust. 
They tell teachers that their work matters, that their insight 
is valued, and that leadership sees them not merely as 
employees, but as professionals committed to a shared 
mission. This approach reflects a core principle of 
transformational leadership: developing people is as critical 
as managing programs. When teachers are trusted and 
supported, they begin to take ownership not only of their 
classrooms, but of the school as a whole. The mission ceases 
to be abstract; it becomes personal. 

Research on effective school leadership consistently affirms 
this role. Studies on instructional leadership and 
organizational health suggest that teachers perform best in 
environments where leaders provide clarity, coherence, and 
emotional support (Fullan, 2014; Leithwood et al., 2006). 
Yet beyond theory, it is daily experience that confirms this 
truth: when teachers feel protected rather than pressured, 
they invest more deeply in their work and in the life of the 
school. 

Lightening the load does not mean lowering expectations. 
Rather, it means removing obstacles that distract from 
meaningful teaching: excessive paperwork, poorly 
communicated initiatives, shifting priorities, and cultures 
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of constant urgency. This kind of leadership requires 
discernment and advocacy. It asks principals to make 
thoughtful choices about what enters the school and what 
does not, understanding that every added demand carries 
a human cost. 

Leadership is indeed a long-term cultivation. It is no less 
than shaping an entire society. Developing young minds as 
risk-takers requires leaders who themselves are willing to 
tolerate uncertainty and resist the urge for immediate 
results. Change, as portrayed throughout, is neither rushed 
nor imposed. It is introduced with care, communicated 
with clarity, and sustained through consistent presence. 
Walking the school, engaging in informal conversations, 
and maintaining visible leadership are simple acts with 
profound impact. They validate support, reduce fear, and 
reinforce a shared sense of purpose. 

Equally important is the commitment to non-judgment 
during learning curves. Teachers, like students, need 
psychological safety to grow. When leadership normalizes 
experimentation and reframes mistakes as learning 
opportunities, cultural growth becomes possible. By 
stepping out of the comfort zone both individually and 
collectively, helps in the improvement. Recognition must 
be extended also to support staff because every staff 
matters in the living space of a school. Schools function as 
interdependent systems, and leadership that sees only the 
visible actors misses the deeper structure of daily 
operations. Praises paired with constructive feedback 
create a rhythm of growth, affirming what works while 
inviting refinement. The cultivation of a collaborative 
faculty stands out as a pivotal strategy for school 
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improvement. Collaboration is not mandated; it is modeled 
and nurtured. When teachers see the value in working 
together, professional growth accelerates. In ideal 
conditions, teachers come to “own” the mission of the 
school. This ownership cannot be demanded; it must be 
inspired. Leadership here functions as a catalyst, aligning 
individual passions with collective goals. 

The emphasis on personal conversation over virtual 
interaction underscores a subtle but critical insight: trust is 
built at a human scale. While technology facilitates 
efficiency, it cannot replace the relational depth created 
through face-to-face engagement. Building bridges of trust 
among teachers, support staff, students, and peers requires 
time, attention, and genuine presence. Hiring practices 
further extend this philosophy. Bringing new faculty into 
the school is not merely about filling vacancies; it is about 
shaping the future culture. When leadership acknowledges 
and nurtures these qualities, relationships deepen and 
collective efficacy grows. Teachers who are encouraged to 
look beyond their classrooms begin to see themselves as 
stewards of the entire school’s well-being. This expanded 
sense of responsibility strengthens community and 
reinforces the idea that leadership is distributed, not 
concentrated. 

As this journey through leadership draws to a close, what 
emerges most clearly is not a set of isolated principles, but 
a coherent philosophy of schooling, rooted in human 
dignity, shared purpose, and sustained presence. Each 
chapter has contributed a distinct lens, yet together they 
reveal a deeper continuity: effective school leadership is 
neither transactional nor episodic. It is relational, 



157 | From Bell to Bell 

cumulative, and deeply moral in nature. The way a 
principal listens, responds, prioritizes, and shows up shapes 
how teachers teach, how students learn, and how families 
trust. Helping teachers improve themselves has 
consistently appeared not as an evaluative obligation, but 
as a shared endeavor. Growth-oriented leadership 
recognizes that improvement cannot be mandated; it must 
be supported.  

Schools are strengthened when they draw from the 
collective knowledge, resources, and values of the 
communities they serve. Such partnerships enrich 
professional development and broaden the educational 
experience beyond classroom walls. At its core, this 
orientation reflects a belief reiterated across chapters: 
education is about building lives, not merely delivering 
academic outcomes. When diversity is acknowledged and 
respected, the school becomes more adaptive, empathetic, 
and resilient. Leadership that understands this does not 
seek uniformity, but coherence, creating a platform where 
multiple voices could be heard.  

Developing a personal mission statement serves as an 
inward compass for leaders navigating the complexity of 
school life. Amid competing demands, urgent challenges, 
and emotional labor, such clarity anchors decision-making. 
Leadership, in this sense, is revealed as service. The 
principal serves the mission, the people, and the long-term 
well-being of the institution. Challenges, when approached 
thoughtfully, become opportunities for bridge-building. 
Conflict is neither avoided nor dramatized; it is engaged 
with calm, poise, and prioritization. Leaders who provide 
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reassurance during uncertainty stabilize not only 
operations but morale.  

In a school students’ voices become the moral compass for 
the leader, showing them a way to carry forth the correct 
procedures. Listening to students does not weaken 
authority; it is not an unruly school environment, it 
strengthens legitimacy. When students feel heard, 
engagement deepens, and the school becomes more 
responsive. Communication, emphasized repeatedly, is not 
merely the transmission of information but the creation of 
understanding. 

Serving the whole child—academically, emotionally, and 
socially—requires leadership to think beyond test scores 
and schedules. It demands attentiveness to context, 
relationships, and developmental needs. This holistic 
vision reinforces the idea that schools are not preparation 
sites for life; they are life itself for the children within them. 

Managing a school requires close inspection, yet 
supervision is consistently framed as presence rather than 
surveillance. Walking through the school, engaging in 
conversation, and observing daily life validates support and 
builds trust. Visible leadership reassures students and 
teachers alike that leadership is attentive and accessible. 

Equally important is the insistence that teachers should not 
feel judged while navigating learning curves. Growth-
oriented cultures normalize uncertainty and error as part 
of professional development. When leaders step out of 
their own comfort zones, they signal that growth is 
expected at every level of the organization. 
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Equally significant is the recognition that successful 
leadership is not synonymous with constant certainty. 
Throughout this work, leadership has been framed as a 
human endeavours, not devoid of emotions and 
compassion. Vulnerability in leadership is no longer seen 
as a humanistic error. After all leaders are humans too and 
not machines that cannot falter. If ever the leader becomes 
devoid of emotions the whole system suffers. Traditional 
images of leadership often emphasize decisiveness, 
confidence, and control. Yet schools, as human 
institutions, respond more readily to authenticity than to 
perfection. Vulnerability in leadership does not mean a lack 
of direction; it means a willingness to acknowledge limits, 
to admit uncertainty, and to learn openly alongside others. 
When principals model this posture, they create cultures 
where teachers feel safe to take risks, ask questions, and 
reflect honestly on their practice. Vulnerability, in this 
sense, becomes a catalyst for trust. 

Scholars of relational and transformational leadership have 
long emphasized that trust is built not through infallibility, 
but through consistency and integrity (Bryk & Schneider, 
2002). When leaders allow themselves to be seen as 
learners, they dismantle hierarchies of fear and replace 
them with shared responsibility. This does not diminish 
authority; it humanizes it.  

As the chapters have repeatedly suggested, the true legacy 
of an able administrator does not reside in policies drafted 
or procedures formalized. Policies may shape operations, 
but people shape culture and culture is what endures. This 
understanding aligns closely with the core principles of 
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transformational leadership, which emphasize developing 
people as the most enduring form of organizational change.  

Few insights in this work are as consistent or as 
consequential as the primacy of school culture. Culture is 
not an abstract concept; it is the lived reality of how people 
speak to one another, how conflict is handled, how effort 
is acknowledged, and how mistakes are treated. It shapes 
whether teachers feel safe or scrutinized, whether students 
feel valued or invisible. Placing school culture first does not 
mean neglecting academics or outcomes. Rather, it 
recognizes that sustainable excellence grows from 
environments where people feel respected and supported. 
A healthy culture becomes the soil in which instructional 
improvement can take root. Leadership plays a decisive role 
here. Culture is influenced less by mission statements than 
by daily behavior.  

Research in organizational leadership underscores this 
dynamic. Bryk and Schneider (2002) identify relational 
trust as a critical resource for school improvement, while 
Fullan (2014) emphasizes coherence and moral purpose as 
cultural anchors. These findings resonate strongly with the 
lived experiences reflected across the chapters: culture is 
not built through slogans, but through sustained relational 
practice. 

Perhaps the most quietly demanding responsibility of a 
principal is the obligation to leave the school better than it 
was found. This is not merely a matter of improved test 
scores or renovated facilities, though such gains have their 
place. To leave a school better is to strengthen its capacity 
to thrive beyond one’s tenure. 
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This includes building leadership among teachers, 
establishing norms of collaboration, and embedding values 
that guide decision-making even in the absence of the 
current leader. It means ensuring that systems are not 
dependent on a single personality, but are supported by 
shared understanding and collective ownership. 

Such leadership requires long vision. It resists the 
temptation of short-term acclaim in favor of enduring 
impact. Principals who lead with this mindset ask different 
questions: Are teachers more confident and capable than 
when I arrived? Is trust stronger? Is the culture more 
resilient? Are students better served not only today, but 
tomorrow? 

Leaving well also involves humility. It acknowledges that 
leadership is temporary, and that the school’s story 
continues beyond any individual chapter. This humility 
allows leaders to focus on strengthening foundations rather 
than securing personal legacy. Ironically, it is often this 
very restraint that makes their influence most lasting. 

When these strands are woven together, a distinctive image 
of leadership emerges. It is leadership attentive to the 
weight teachers carry, courageous enough to be vulnerable, 
and wise enough to invest in people over policy. It 
understands culture as the true engine of improvement and 
views success through the lens of what is left behind. A 
form of leadership that simply is expressed through steady 
presence.   As this work reaches its closing threshold, what 
comes into view is not a grand summation of strategies, but 
a deeper reckoning with what leadership in schools 
ultimately asks of those who choose it. Across the chapters, 
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leadership has been explored not as a performance of 
authority, but as a sustained moral and relational practice. 

At the heart of this understanding lies a simple but 
demanding realization: schools are carried on the backs of 
people, and leadership is measured by how carefully those 
people are held. As this work concludes, it offers not a 
formula, but a posture. It invites school leaders to see their 
role not as one of constant assertion, but of thoughtful 
stewardship. To lead in this way is to accept complexity 
without becoming rigid, to shoulder responsibility without 
isolating oneself, and to guide others without diminishing 
their agency. In the end, a principal’s greatest achievement 
may be this: to walk away knowing that the school does not 
depend on them anymore—and that precisely because of 
that, it has been left better than it was found. 
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Key Takeaways: 
Case Study 1: When Listening Creates Conflict 
Scenario 

A principal at a high-performing school initiates a 
‘Listening Phase’ where teachers are encouraged to speak 
freely about stress, workload, and leadership practices. This 
is to understand staff well-being and address any concerns. 
As trust grows, grievances emerge, some of which are 
directed at the leadership, others at colleagues. 
Conversations start becoming more formal in nature and 
begin to replace formal processes. A small group of teachers 
accuse the leadership of favouritism and suggest that a few 
voices seem to shape all decisions. Amongst this, the senior 
teachers feel that their authority is eroding. 

Leadership Dilemma 
The ‘Listening Phase’ which was intended to build trust, 
now appears to be destabilizing structures. Silence from 
leadership is interpreted as indecision and as time goes by, 
it appears that the intervention risks breaking trust; 
inaction risks chaos. 

Questions 

1. When does listening become abdication of 
leadership? 

2. Who decides which voices carry weight in a 
‘listening culture’ ? 

3. Can relational leadership coexist with formal 
authority without eroding it? 
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Case Study 2: Empowerment That Overburdens 
Scenario 

A principal decides to decentralize leadership and invites 
teachers to design initiatives that are aligned with their 
passions. Participation in this activity is voluntary. The 
same set of teachers consistently step forward while the 
others disengage, citing workload or lack of confidence. 
Over time, this results in informal hierarchies - the most 
visible teachers gain influence; quieter but competent 
teachers feel marginalized. 

Leadership Dilemma 
Empowerment translates to inequity. Leadership must 
choose between equal participation and organic leadership. 

Questions 

1. Is distributed leadership inherently equitable? 

2. At what point does “choice” become silent 
exclusion? 

3. Should leaders intervene to redistribute leadership 
or does that contradict decentralisation? 
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Case Study 3: Student Voice vs. Institutional Stability 
Scenario 

Student councils and captains are given authority to set 
discipline among the junior-mid level children. However, 
existing parent - teacher forums reveal dissatisfaction with 
disciplinary practices in the school. Parents express concern 
that the school is ‘giving students too much power’. 
Teachers fear loss of authority in the classroom and 
dormitories. A minor incident escalates publicly, and 
leadership is pressured to restore ‘order’. 

Leadership Tension 
Student leadership is critical to build, however, it has 
strengthened legitimacy internally but weakened 
confidence externally. The dissatisfaction among teachers 
is evident and the principal must decide how much 
authority should be provided. 

Questions 

1. When a student voice conflicts with adult 
confidence, whose legitimacy prevails? 

2. Is listening still leadership if it destabilizes public 
trust? 

3. Can authority be both shared and protected? 
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Closing Considerations 

There is an interesting saying which goes, “Questions are 
more significant than the answers. Without a question an 
answer will never be born.” Every big agenda be it a 
revolution, an impending change or an evolution begins 
with a set of questions that gives clarity to the present and 
paves a path for the future. As we have reached the end of 
our discussion let us take a while to ponder on these 
following questions, answers of which will usher in the 
change that an able leadership must bring forth.  

Questions to reflect upon 
1. Are there practices on our campus that continue 

simply because they’ve always been done that way? 

2. What successful classroom practices are happening 
in some classes that could be expanded to others, 
and how might we do that? 

3. Do I carve out time to explore ideas, possibilities, 
and what feels necessary? 

4. How do I foster reflection and self-examination 
among teachers? 

5. What barriers could be preventing some parents 
from engaging with the school and supporting their 
child’s education? 
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6. In what parts of the school would my presence 
make a difference? 

7.  How do teachers interpret or respond to my 
presence in their classrooms and PD sessions? 

8. Could there be occasions when my presence is seen 
as more watchful than supportive? 

9. Do students expect to see me in certain areas of the 
school, and is that helpful or limiting? 

10. How can I turn my visibility into a positive, 
supportive force in the school? 

11. Am I candid with myself about my weaknesses and 
the challenges that prevent me from fully 
acknowledging them? 

12. How can I effectively manage and grow from my 
own vulnerabilities? 

13. How accessible do I seem to others, and how can I 
become more so? 

14. What practices will help me centre listening in my 
conversations with teachers? 

15. Do all teachers feel their voices and ideas are 
valued among their peers? 

16. Which of my current tasks could be handled better 
by someone else? 

17. How aware are students of the school’s key 
academic focus areas? 

18. How well do parents understand the school’s 
academic priorities? 

19. Am I seen as leading instruction in the school, and 
what influences that view? 
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20. What untapped strategies could increase 
engagement and excitement in the school? 

21. How can I embody and communicate resilience 
and hope to support and uplift the staff? 

22. What actions convey to teachers that I care about 
them beyond their work? 

 



169 | From Bell to Bell 

Drawing on extensive research, practical experience, and 
thoughtful reflection, Dr. Amit Jugran presents a 
compelling perspective on the evolving role of school 
leadership. Rather than offering rigid formulas, the book 
serves as a reflective companion, emphasizing that effective 
leadership is built on trust, compassion, adaptability, and 
authentic relationships. 

The endorsements from distinguished education leaders 
highlight the book's relevance in today's rapidly changing 
educational landscape. They commend Dr. Jugran's unique 
leadership journey-from administration to the 
principalship of one of India's most prestigious boarding 
schools-which has given him a deep understanding of 
schools as living communities rather than institutions to be 
merely managed. His emphasis on creating inclusive 
cultures, fostering moral development, and nurturing every 
member of the school community resonates strongly 
throughout the book. 

Reviewers particularly appreciate the book's practical case 
studies, reflective exercises, and balanced approach to 
addressing contemporary challenges faced by school 
leaders. They also acknowledge its focus on 
transformational leadership, where principals act as 
mentors, collaborators, and instructional guides while 
navigating systemic, cultural, and societal pressures. 

Together, these endorsements position The Essential Truth 
for Principals as an indispensable resource for current and 
aspiring school leaders. Rich in wisdom yet grounded in 
everyday realities, the book inspires educators to see 
leadership not as a position of authority but as a lifelong 
commitment to shaping character, building trust, and 
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cultivating thriving learning communities. It is a valuable 
addition to the professional library of every educationist 
dedicated to meaningful and compassionate school 
leadership. 


