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The 40 Decisions Every School Principal Must Make

Welcome to this Big picture – Little picture workbook for principals and headmasters.

The Big Picture is about your values, visions, purpose, aspirations, and the philosophy of your life and your leadership.

The Little Picture is about the small behaviors, habits, decisions, and priorities you make to turn your values and visions into concrete actions. The most successful leaders, teachers, public speakers, authors, politicians, business owners, athletes, musicians, customer care personnel, scientists, coaches, computer technicians, salespersons, and repairmen and women move up and down on the scale of Big to Little and Little to Big. For example, the athletic coach asks about the athlete’s goals and aspirations, but at the same time points out the small details of how to change his or her mental state or that angle of the athlete’s ankle in the starting block. The repairman or woman or retail shop assistant must know the Little - how to search for and fix the problems or know the merchandise and locations of items. Both need to understand the Bigger concepts of customer service, customer satisfaction, and business profit.
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Think of an orange. The Little: The skin, pits, juice, white threads, vitamins, and molecules. Those are the details. The Big: An orange represents citrus fruits, countries where it is grown, health, or perhaps reminds you of a holiday, an event, or a person. The Big is something greater than the parts; it’s value and meaning.

Your computer has hundreds of small parts but represents communication and information. The chair you are sitting on is composed of cloth, plastic, and metal but can represent meetings work or relaxation. The book of books, The Bible, is a perfect example of Big and Little thinking – life lessons built around specific stories, metaphors, and events. Most good novels are written with details that drive the stories forward but also introduce bigger themes such as love, hope, freedom, or overcoming obstacles.

In this workbook, The 40 Decisions School Principals Must Make, we will take you on a Big to Little and Little to Big adventure. You will be asked about your purpose, values, and aspirations.

You will be asked to experiment with very specific challenges – how you can bring your values to life in your everyday actions and behaviors.

It is when you ”walk your talk,” you will become authentic and meaningful to the people around you.

In this workbook, we will ask you as a principal/headmaster about forty of the essential Big-Little, Little-Big decisions you need to make to become authentic and meaningful to the teachers and students you lead, inspire and support. We will wander from Big to Little, Little to Big, back and forth.

Relate the meaning of each short text to your situation. Carry out the challenge. Share with colleagues and friends. Understand when to go Big and when to go Little and that going back in forth will make all the difference in the world to how you succeed in your important and challenging work.

This workbook is part of a series of Big to Little, Little to Big Workbooks for various professions. This particular workbook is part of a series for educators. The others in the education series are:

The 40 Decisions Teachers Must Make

The 40 Decisions Pre-school Teachers Must Make

You will recognize some of the same themes in each book, with examples geared to each particular group - principals, teachers, and pre-school teachers.

Now the adventure starts – to think both big and small. One recommendation: Take your time. Do only one challenge a week. Think of yourself making steady progress, day after day, and week after week.

Let us begin.


1. I know there is always time and always money.

Decide that your attitude is your greatest asset.

Of course, there is not always time nor money. But if you play the ”no time, no money” game, then your staff lowers their expectations. If you say, ”There is always time and money,” it represents the attitude that together, we can creatively solve almost any problem that arises. It’s an attitude of ”we can solve this” that you exude.

Your challenge: Make a wish list, first alone, then with some of your colleagues. No, you will probably not be able to fulfill all these wishes in the immediate future. The list helps you understand the roads to be travelled and the issues to be dealt with.

After all, you have lots of time and lots of money.

 

2. I know my purpose.

Decide your purpose.

Why are you an educator?

What attracted you to the position of principal?

What do you want to accomplish?

What do you want to be remembered for?

Your challenge: Write down your purpose and explain it in less than 60 words.

Here is my purpose: To empower educators to become their best selves through books, e-books, lectures, and workshops.

Here is another example: My purpose is to give children hope that they may learn, achieve, and see their potential.

I have worked as a school principal, and my purpose was to put each staff member and as many students as possible in a position to utilize their strengths and potential.

What is your purpose?

Many of the following questions and challenges will help you find specific ways to put your purpose into constructive and consistent action.

 

3. I know how to walk down the corridor.

Decide your way of walking around the school.

Children, young adults, and even your colleagues, consciously or unconsciously, are making decisions about who you are, what you want, and how seriously you approach your profession. Yes, we all walk differently, some slow, some fast, some stopping to talk, some in a hurry, but do you walk with purpose? Your determination and professionalism can be seen simply by observing your movements. There is so much you will see by walking around.

My first principal as an educator more or less worked as a janitor, cleaning up the halls. Sounds strange maybe, but in this way, he knew every student in the school and knew exactly what was going on.

Your challenge: Experiment with walking with just a bit of more purpose and pride.

Observe how this makes you feel. Observe how others look upon you. Yes, it might very well seem insignificant, but the intention is to show pride in yourself and your profession, and that is not insignificant at all.

 

4. I know how to do a ten-second look-in and a three-minute walk-through.

Decide to make brief visits to many classrooms.

There is no getting around it; you have to know what is happening at your school. Please don’t get stuck behind your computer, in meetings, or going to all sorts of conferences, however interesting they may be. If you wish to have a successful school, you need to be at that school observing, prodding, encouraging, training, and following up.

Your challenge: In a ten-second look-in or a three-minute walk-through, you can see a lot about the learning environment, teaching methods, and leadership skills of your staff. Your challenge is to make eight short classroom visits in one week.

For some, this is natural, and you already do it. For others, it may feel uncomfortable or stressful. Your staff needs to ”know that you know.” Be visible. Be aware. Be there. Go there – if only for a very brief time.

 

5. I know I am a world-class leader.

Decide that you are just as much a world-class professional as a world-class athlete, artist, musician, actor/actress or dancer.

Creating a superb learning environment for hundreds of students is a significant challenge. What do world-class athletes, actors, or musicians have in common? They strongly desire to rise to the top of their field and be the best they can be. They continually practice their skills. They have mentors that ask them about their ambitions and goals and coaches that observe the details that can be improved.

Your challenge: Choose one leadership skill you wish to improve upon. Perhaps how you use your voice. Perhaps how you coach your staff. Perhaps how you lead meetings. Perhaps how you make uncomfortable calls to parents. Perhaps how you give the teacher’s feedback.

Choose just one. What is a skill that a world-class principal has that you would also like to have? Practice a part of that skill this week. Borrow from the best to be one of the best.

What did you differently? Can you sense an improvement in this leadership skill?

 

6. I know my content.

Decide what content knowledge needs to be deeper.

Know what you have to know to be an effective principal. For example, in my years as a principal, I was good at relationship building, staff training, and working with parents. I lacked knowledge in several important areas, for example, law and budget analysis.

Your challenge: Choose one topic in one of your subjects where you would like to deepen your knowledge so that you can be even more professional in your leadership. Get the information you need and apply it to your leadership.

Do you notice any difference in how this resonates with your staff? Do you notice any difference in how you feel prepared?

 

7. I know how to gather strong people around me.

Decide to recruit strong people and to support the strongest members of your staff.
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