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Teachers, students and parents speak
out on principals, good and bad
by M. Lavora Perry December, 1999

Based on a multitude of experiences, teachers, students and parents
say they know some of the do’s and don’ts of leading a well
functioning and better performing school. Below, they speak out about
effective school leadership. What do you think? 
Janet Ghiandoni, teacher, Collinwood High School DO:
- Observe staff personally rather than listen to rumor or innuendoes. 
- Find a way to work with teachers if they aren’t doing a good job. 
- Develop strong public relations skills.
- Show kindness and positivity. 
- Smile.
- Trust staff to do its job.
- Make sure staff has enough materials to work with. 
- Work on cooperation with staff, ensuring that they cooperate with
each other. 
- Treat the kids like people without talking down to them.
DON’T:
- Try to control teachers. An ineffective principal treats teachers the
same way he or she treats the children. 
- Dismiss teacher’s professionalism. 
- Stay in the office, showing little personal interest in students.
- Have too many rules that are not enforced. 
- View the job as a power position. 
- Try to get rid of parents as quickly as possible without dealing with
their concerns. 
“Being a principal is a hard job—the hardest in the system,” says
Ghiandoni.

Christine Story, parent of 3rd- and 5th-graders at Iowa Maple
Elementary, and an 8th-grader at Garrett Morgan School of
Science; community aide at Garrett Morgan
DO:
- Show the openness and willingness to listen to the parents’ and the
teachers’ side of issues. 
- Take time out for students who are having problems. “Sit down and
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listen to them.”
- Be fair. 
- Promote a team approach and lead by consensus “so everyone is
on the same page and there are no instances in which the principal
makes all the decisions by herself. Everyone is involved in the
decision-making process.”
DON’T:
- Opt out of extra-curricular activities. 
- Communicate poorly with staff.
- Have a rigid “these are the rules” discipline style. 
- Make parents feel unwelcome in the building. 
- Neglect to explain decisions to faculty, while expecting teachers to
explain their decisions. 
“I’ve been in both a private and public school environment,” says
Story. “The [principal] that is least successful is the one that thinks
everything is OK as is. ‘It works, so don’t change the cookie cutter.’
New equipment and resources were used to enhance the teachers’
work lives, but not the students’ education. As long as the adults
[teachers] were happy, all’s OK. Teachers have elaborate lunches:
Kids get hot dogs.”
India Pitts, senior, Glenville High School 
DO:
- Keep the school building clean and in good condition. 
- Make sure kids learn what they’re supposed to learn.
- Make sure the kids participate in community activities, such as
visiting nursing homes and tutoring elementary students. 
- Work with the students to pass the proficiency exam. 
“Our principal started a lot of programs around that exam, like
Saturday classes,” says Pitts of Glenville Principal Lincoln Haughton.
“These programs help students not just to take the test, but in other
areas. He’s helping students pass at the 12th grade level and
graduate with honors, even though this is not mandatory—this makes
a big difference on a job and a college application.”
DON’T:
- Fail to care about the students. 
- Take the job just for the money and the title. 
- Have negative attitudes about all students. 
Terri Wade Lyles, teacher, Garrett Morgan School of Science
(Lyles is no relation to CATALYST Editor Charlise Lyles.) 
DO: 
- Delegate responsibilities.
- Capitalize on each individual staff member’s attributes and abilities
and coordinate these attributes with the needs of the entire school.
- Run the school so that it can run by itself. 
- Be comfortable with who you are.
- Be student-driven
- Empower staff so that everyone can work effectively. 
DON’T:
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- Get caught up in protocol without thinking of what’s best for staff and
children.
- Operate in such a way that the school can’t function without the
principal. 
- Feel the need to take all the credit for hard work and successes. “A
principal should be able to say ‘My staff did this.’”
“The signs of an ineffective principal’s influence are children aren’t
achieving, staff is divided, teachers aren’t teaching, and rooms aren’t
managed,” says Lyles. “Ineffective principals are not curricula-driven.
The ineffective principal has limited classroom experience and fails to
guide teachers toward being the most effective they can be in the
classroom. Can’t recognize poor teaching methods. Hasn’t
developed her or his own classroom techniques and management
skills, and therefore can’t manage a whole building. So staff or
students and parents run all over him or her.”
“Cleveland schools are so desperate for administrators that they are
accepting administrators with very limited classroom experience,”
Lyles says. 
Caroline Sankey, parent of 10th- and 11th- graders at Glenville
High School 
DO:
- Be a people person who can get along with others and tries to
understand them, especially children. 
- Gain experience with children of all races and ethnicities. 
- Love and respect children. 
- Find ways to make the curriculum work when it doesn’t.
- Help needy families. “A caring principal makes the teachers care,
too,” says Sankey. 
- Help children turn a negative into a positive. “Instead of just putting
kids out of school, give children a writing assignment to figure out
what the problem is,” Sankey says.
DON’T:
- View children as “just a number.”
- Don’t take the job too lightly. 
- “Stoop down to the kid’s level, instead of being a role model.” 
- Keep the job for the money.
- Overlook bad behavior, “acting like you don’t see it.”
Cecil Gamble, parent of a 7th- grader at Patrick Henry Middle
School and a 9th- grader at Collinwood High School;
community liaison at Collinwood; member of the district’s
Unified Parent CouncilDO:
- Make sure others exhibit leadership skills without making them feel
pressured. “Pull the positive out of teachers, and teachers will pull the
positive out of students.”
- Accept and try to understand different opinions. 
- Have a good sense of humor.
DON’T:
- Be “too power hungry.” “Don’t have a dictator mentality.”
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“Sometime principals can’t separate the personal and professional in
relationships with teachers, so the [teachers] become stagnated,”
Gamble says. “A principal should enhance what the teachers are
doing. If teachers feel like the principal has a hatchet over their necks,
teachers will feel restricted.”
“Teachers also have to understand a principal’s point of view,” he
says. “Principals don’t have all the controls they need. Principals are
expected to do all the reaching out—to parents, community and
teachers. But parent, teachers, community also must reach out to
principals. All must come to the realization that everybody should be
for the kids.” 
Melva Jones, parent of a 10th- grader at Cleveland School of
the Arts, 6th—12th
DO: 
- Focus on the well-being of the students. 
- Be willing to conference with parents, teachers and children to find
solutions to problems. 
DON’T:
- Leave children in classrooms with poor teachers.
“I had an experience where I came with a problem and it never got
resolved,” says Jones. “Me and my child were just miserable the
whole school year.”
“I’ve had some principals when they had problem teachers, they just
left the child in there to fend for themselves,” she says. “And it ended
up being me against the teacher. A good principal will sit down with
the teacher, me and my child, and try to resolve the problem, and not
just say, ‘Oh, there is nothing we can do.’ You can talk to that principal
and get a solution.”
Cawthorne Williams, Jones’ son, 10th- grader at the School of
the Arts
DO:
- The paperwork so that “you have time to come into our classrooms
personally.” 
- Solve problems “quickly and in a meaningful fashion that I can deal
with.”
DON’T: 
- Make assumptions to please other parents. 
Lillian Williams, senior, Glenville High School (no relation to
Caw-throne)
DO:
- Know how to work with children, how to be there for them and be
understanding. 
- Set a good example.
- Get involved in activities such as sitting in on student council
meetings, attend a line dance, or come to basketball games and
football games. 
- Think about the value of punitive measures such as lock-outs that
give students only minutes to get to class.
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“Our principal encourages students to move into class after the bell
rings, instead of staying in the office not being concerned about how
many students are in the hallway,” says Williams.
DON’T:
- Lack consideration for students. 
- “Punish this year’s kids for what last year’s kids did. Give everyone
their own chance.”
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