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Abstract 

This paper presents findings from a theory building study that examines the nature of leadership 

capacities. In light of Elmore’s Theory of Reciprocity and his work on multiple accountabilities, 

this paper offers a typology for the kinds of capacities that high school principals report needing 

to fulfill their responsibilities. It includes personal, professional and leadership capacities 

developed in formal programs, through workplace experience and through personal history. 

Participants report that internal capacities almost invariably are developed through opportunities 

for trial, error and failure, and not from formal per-service or in-service training, or even from 

guidance from mentors. A typology of the types of leadership capacities that principals report 

being necessary for their effective practice is presented.  
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Objectives 

 The objective of the larger dissertation from which the findings presented here are drawn 

is to build a theory that further develops Richard Elmore’s Principle of Reciprocity (i.e. “For 

every unit of performance I require of you, I owe you a unit of capacity to produce that result.”). 

That study looks at the relationship between the nature (e.g. types, sources, supports, etc.) of the 

capacities that public high school principals report needing to be effective and the multiple 

potential accountabilities they face, and examines their impact on how school leaders manage 

these potential accountabilities. This paper presents the findings related to the types, sources and 

supports for those capacities.  

 Thus, the purposes of this paper are as follows: 

 • To discuss what capacities practicing public school principals report that they require to 

respond to the multiple accountabilities they face. 

 • To classify these capacities in some kind of typology. 

 • To contribute to a greater understanding of the widest picture of how educational 

leaders develop. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Elmore’s Principle of Reciprocity (2000, 2005, 2008) suggests not just a necessary 

relationship between accountability and capacity, but actually between accountability and the 

assurance of capacity, either in originally supplying capacity or supporting its continued 

existence. Clearly, this is not a description of all of the accountabilities to which school 

principals may be subject, but rather a prescription for improving an accountability system to the 

point of actually generating desired results. 
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Figure 1.  Elmore’s Principle of Reciprocity  

 
 There has been a great deal of work regarding the nature of the multiple accountabilities 

that school leaders face. Though in both common and professional parlance, “accountability” has 

come to be associated almost exclusively with the sort of testing or examination regime backed 

by sanctions that NCLB has epitomized (Ahearn, 2000; Furhman, 2003), many have looked 

more closely at various forms of accountability.  Both Darling-Hammond & Ascher (1991) and 

Leithwood (2003) recognized that accountabilities are made up of component parts, including 

issues of Whom?, To Whom?  and For What? Firestone & Shipps (2005), examining the work of 

many scholars, found five classes of accountability: political, bureaucratic, market, professional 

and moral (see Table 1).  

 There has been no equivalent work done to classify the nature of the capacities that 

school leaders possess or need to do their work or to meet the multiple potential accountabilities 

they surely face. For example, the much lauded and cited ISLLC Standards (CCSSO, 2008) 

merely describe what school leaders do, without going so far as to describe what capacities they 

need to be able to meet those standards.  

 Those who purportedly define leadership capacity (e.g. Lambert, 1998; Fink, 2009) 

generally describe a preferred style of leadership – a style to which I am usually quite 

sympathetic, if not downright envious – without truly paying heed to a complete picture of what 
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practicing principals face in the course of their work. Some have focused more closely on 

particular elements of desirable leadership capacities. Ackerman & Maslin-Ostrowski (2002) 

have looked at socio-emotional aspects of the leader’s role, Drago-Severson (2004, 2009) has 

focused on leaders’ responsibility for leading adult development, Elmore himself has been an 

advocate for developing instructional leadership capacity (2000, 2002, 2005) and others (Koretz, 

2008; Boudett, City & Murnane, 2005) have considered the need for leaders to be expert 

consumers of psychometric data. However, this work has been sparse compared to the large 

volume of work on the nature of individual sorts of accountabilities to which school leaders may 

be subject. In fact, the work of researching empirically what practicing school leaders report are 

the origins of the capacities they need to do their work has only just recently begun (Drago-

Severson, Maslin-Ostrowski & Hoffman, 2010). 

Table 1 

Firestone & Shipps’ Typology of Leaders' Accountabilities (2005, p. 83).  

 Type 
Manifestations 

(examples) Objectives 
Leader’s Expected 

Response 

External 

Political 
Local 
State/Federal 

 
Citizen Pressure 
Legal Mandates 

 
Satisfaction 
Obedience 

 
Coalition-Builder 
Negotiator 

Bureaucratic 
Process 
Outcome 

 
Regulations 
Goals/Incentives 

 
Compliance 
Alignment 

 
Functionary 
Knowledgeable 
Advocate 

Market Competition Efficiency/ 
Creativity 

Manager/ 
Entrepreneur 

External & 
Internal 

Professional Practice Consensus Preferred Practice Expert Educator 

Moral Beliefs Value 
Commitments 

Consistent, Empathic, 
Defender of Justice 

 
 Though Elmore’s Principle of Reciprocity (PoR) suggests an important link between 

accountability and the capacities that leaders have available to them, examining such links is 

quite difficult in the absence of work in the area of leadership capacities that is equivalent to the 
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work that has already been done in the area of accountabilities. The PoR appears to be 

particularly well suited to examining bureaucratic forms of accountability, and the dominance of 

bureaucratic accountability of late has focused attention on some of the capacities that might be 

necessary to meet its demands. But what of the kinds of capacities needed to respond to political, 

market, professional and even moral accountabilities, and how might they be created? The rise of 

business school-influenced educational leadership programs (Aarons, 2009; Wall, 2010) does not 

address the question of whether MBA programs originally create or support preexisting 

capacities that are needed to meet market-based accountabilities in public education, or even 

whether they just rely on those capacities already existing.  

 These different forms of accountability often represent different views of the purpose of 

schooling and the relationship between schools and their communities. They can be conduits for 

the beliefs of others (e.g. political accountability) or can themselves embody ideals (e.g. market 

accountability). However, it is not clear that school leaders have the capacities needed to mediate 

between them. The classics in educational thinking – from John Dewey (1916) to Ted Sizer 

(1985) – have challenged school leaders to reexamine the very purpose of schooling in our 

modern communities, but it is not clear that school leaders have the capacities to do this – 

whether that capacity takes the form of time, of reflective abilities or even of the standing to 

challenge the views imposed upon them.  

Methods 

 This is a qualitative interview-based grounded theory study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

Data Sources 
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 I employed a purposeful sampling plan to identify twelve participants to represent a 

broad array of “typical” high school leaders. They were drawn from three districts in each of two 

states to represent different policy environments, including both one state that requires collective 

bargaining by teachers and one state that forbids it. Primary site/participant selection criteria 

included urbanicity (suburban or urban, but not rural), school size, and principal experience.  

Secondary criteria included principal age, race/ethnicity and gender.  

Data collection 

 I used a three part interview protocol (Seidman, 2005), resulting in over 50 hours of in 

depth qualitative semi-structured interviews with practicing high school principals. I met with 

each of twelve (Collins, Onwuegbuzie & Kiao, 2006; Creswell, 2002) principals three times, for 

approximately two hours each time (Seidman, 2005). The first round of interviews focused on 

their professional background and the development of their leadership capacities, the second on 

their duties and responsibilities as principals and the third on the relationships between the two. 

In all three rounds, I followed up on their answers to probe for more information about how and 

where they acquired and maintained the capacities the access in their work. Each interview was 

electronically recorded, and transcribed verbatim (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Seidman, 2005). 

 In the first interviews, I asked participants the general open-ended question, “What do 

high school principals need to be effective, internally or externally?” I followed up by 

encouraging them to continue, by asking them to clarify or “unpack” their answers and with 

general categories to prompt more ideas. These general categories were asked of every 

participant and included (and were limited to): knowledge, skills, aptitudes, freedoms, and 

supports. While I intentionally did not suggest particular duties or aspects of their work, when 
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participants mentioned a part of their jobs, I asked them, “What do you need, internally or 

externally, to be able to do that?”  

 As this study is taking a grounded theory approach, I tried to keep from suggesting ideas 

that the participant had not raised him/herself. For example, very few participants raised the issue 

of observing or evaluating teachers, and therefore I was unable to explore the capacities that this 

aspect of their work calls upon with most of them.  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis included coding data for central concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), 

organizing theoretical and emic codes (Geertz, 1974) into thematic matrices, and creating 

narrative summaries (Maxwell, 2005). I employed a constant comparative approach (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998) while incorporating various literatures into analysis. I analyzed transcripts and 

identified themes including the role for formal preparation programs, parents, early career, 

operational/organizational skills, instruction, learning through experience, collaboration, and so 

forth. I explored patterns across these categories by writing analytic memos (Maxwell, 2005) and 

creating displays (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Within- and cross-case analyses (memos and 

matrices) enabled me to compare and contrast patterns within and across various groupings (e.g. 

urban vs. suburban, early career vs. late career, etc.).  

 I examined data for both confirming and disconfirming instances of themes (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Because this study is limited with respect to sample size, it generates a 

grounded theory (Sutton & Staw, 1995; Strauss & Corbin 1995) that will have to be tested 

(Weick, 1995) with further work.  

 I must stress that this is a grounded theory analysis. Given the paucity of work in the area 

of developing an understanding of the nature of leadership capacity for the high school 
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principalship, I have focused on the ideas that the participants in this study have offered. Clearly, 

much work lies ahead of me in further refining and defining each categories of leadership 

capacity I have drawn from this data, and in the future I expect (in other studies) to fill out some 

of the areas that may be missing below.  

Results 

 Participants offered well over 200 distinct capacities that they believe high school 

principals need to be effective. In this section, I present my typology for them, and explain what 

each category represents. Appendix I contains a more complete list of the individual capacities 

that make up each category. 

Typology of School Leadership Capacity 

 Table 2 contains my typology of leadership capacities. As this was developed with 

Elmore’s Theory of Reciprocity in mind, the typology heavily emphasizes consideration of the 

source(s) of these capacities.  

 The first line of the table, Level of Responsibility, refers to whose responsibility the 

development of this capacity is. Level 0 refers to fixed traits, which cannot be developed and 

therefore are no one’s responsibility. Level 1 refers to capacities that are the responsibility of the 

principal him/herself to develop, either after becoming principal or prior, through self-directed 

learning. Level 2 refers to capacities that are developed in truly shared responsibility with others, 

in informal workplace learning experiences. Level 3 refers to capacity development/provision 

that is clearly directed by others, from the largely informal learning of childhood, through formal 

school experiences and formal workplace programs.  



Running Head: THE MISSING RECIPROCITY 10 

Table 2 

Typology of School Leadership Capacity 

Level of Responsibility 0 1 2 3 

Source of  
Capacity 

 
 
  

Leadership Capacity Categories 

Fixed Traits 

Self-D
irected 

Professional Learning 

Inform
al W

orkplace 
Learning 

U
pbringing 

K
16 Education 

G
raduate School &

 
Licensure Program

s 

Form
al State/D

istrict/  
School Program

s 

A. General Skills               
B. Interpersonal Skills               

C. Personal Qualities               

D. Leading Adults in the Workplace               

E. Physical Things               

F. Faculty & Staff 
- Positions 
- Traits in Faculty/Staff Members 

              

G. Leading Children/Students               

H. Leading Professional Educators               

I. Leading Instruction               

J. Leading a School Within a District  
- District Offices 
- Ability to Work with District 
Offices 
- Freedoms/Discretions 

              

K. Leading an Educational Branch 
Office               

L. Leading This School               

M. Leading a Vision               

N. Leading for the New or Unknown               

O. Support/Backing               

P. Experience                

(Q. Common Sense)               
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 These levels are not meant to be exclusive of each other. For example, knowledge of 

curriculum could arise from multiple sources. A principal surely would have learned something 

about the curriculum as a student taking classes in schools, further developed that knowledge 

while studying to be a teacher, and learned more while a professional educator. Learning while a 

professional educator could include formal programs at work, the principal’s (or teacher’s) own 

efforts and even more graduate studies. One participant even suggested that he was raised to 

have a broad interest and be able to converse at least a little bit on all matters. 

Leadership Capacity Categories 

 For the purposes of this study, I have had to offer my own definition of leadership 

capacity: The various internal (e.g., aptitudes, skills, tools, knowledge) and external (e.g., time, 

money, personnel, facilities) resources available to school leaders to address the demands that 

accountabilities place upon them. By being somewhat expansive, this definition is broad enough 

to include the many kinds of capacities that principals need, without prejudgment. I may, at 

times, refer to capacity as an abbreviation for leadership capacity, as this study focuses on 

participants’ roles as school leaders.  

 Only some of the individual capacities that make up these categories were mentioned by 

every participant, and some were mentioned by just one. However, because this is a theory-

building study, each idea has been considered and placed in a category.  

 Non-education specific capacities. These capacities are important, but are not specific to 

working in education or leading schools. Excluded are the many capacities that are generally 

non-education specific, but have a particular form in the education or school environment. For 

example, being able to read a résumé is a general skill, but being able to read a teacher’s résumé 

is sector-specific.  
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 A. General Skills. These are specific skills and knowledge that one may expect of any 

modern professional, regardless of field or position. They include writing and verbal 

communication, and also math skill (i.e. arithmetic, basic algebra, basic statistics). They also 

include general computer skills, time management and the ability to take notes quickly. (See 

Appendix I.) 

 B. Interpersonal Skills. These are also relatively generic skills, but are specifically 

related to dealing with other adults, though not specifically to leading them. They include being 

able to deal with angry people, being a good eavesdropper, understanding other people’s 

motivations and many other individual capacities. Participants often mentioned them when 

asked, “Can you unpack that? What does ‘interpersonal skills’ mean?” though participants also 

often simply listed them directly. (See Appendix I.) 

 C. Personal Qualities. This category is the hardest to characterize. I believe that they are 

largely unacquirable qualities, at least for an adult. While they may be developed, honed or 

expanded upon in adulthood, they cannot be added. They include intelligence, flexibility, 

sincerity, a passion about young people, the ability to inspire trust and many many others (see 

Appendix I). Many of them arose when I asked participants, “You have seen principal interns or 

teachers about whom you have thought, ‘S/he will never make it as a principal,’ or ‘S/he has 

really got it.’ What is it that you are seeing or not seeing in that person?” Every participant 

mentioned Common Sense, either on their own or in response to that prompt, but I have given 

that its own category.  

 D. Leading Adults in the Workplace. These are non-sector specific leadership capacities. 

For example, every participant mentioned being able to listen. Other capacities in this category 
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include mediation and problem solving skills, delegation, being able to teach adults and many 

others (see Appendix I). 

 Education-specific Capacities. Most of the capacities that participants described are 

specific to schools, or take a particular form in this sector. 

 E. Physical Things. These include actual physical stuff that participants mentioned that 

principals need to be effective. Without these, participants reported, they could not be effective. 

This category included two-way radios – one stressed the need for earpieces – as a critical piece 

of safety equipment. (Safety was universally ranked as principals’ most important 

accountability.) The category includes email systems and telephones, as communication is so 

important in their position. Their computers were also commonly mentioned. However, they 

mentioned very few other things. Presumably, they might list many things that their faculty and 

staff need, but they listed very little for principals. (See Appendix I.) 

 F. Faculty & Staff. These make up another category of external capacities, without 

which participants said principals cannot be effective. Of course, it includes the respective 

faculties and staffs. Participants listed many specific positions that were critical, none more so 

than a good bookkeeper/accounting secretary. They also described traits that principals need in 

the adults they lead, including people who come to work every day and people who work hard, 

people who can communicate, people who can model specific strengths for others and many 

more. (See Appendix I.) 

 G. Leading Children/Students. These are the capacities that participants listed that are 

specific to leading students/children. They are not specific to being a school administrator, but 

participants reported that they are necessary. Of course, they include a rapport with children and 
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understanding what motivates them, but it also includes the ability to impose an expectation as 

well as parental involvement (an external capacity). (See Appendix I.) 

 H. Leading Professional Educators. These are school-specific capacities regarding 

leading adults. For example, they include the ability to recognize a rapport between an adult and 

students, knowing how to read a résumé critically, understanding professional development, and 

knowing how many observations each teacher needs this year. (See Appendix I.) 

 I. Leading Instruction. These are the capacities related to instructional leadership. They 

include knowledge of curriculum, various capacities related to performing teacher observation 

and understanding how to support teacher growth.  

 J. Leading a School Within a District. These are capacities related to the fact that public 

schools exist within larger organizations and effective principals must be prepared for that. The 

category includes the various offices and specialists in the district offices, capacities related to 

being able to take advantage of those offices and specialists, and various discretions/freedoms 

from those district offices micromanaging a principal’s school (See Appendix I). 

 K. Leading an Educational Branch Office. These are the capacities tied to being the 

leader of a site in this particular industry (i.e. a school). Much of this category can be thought of 

as operations or policy. For example, the various capacities necessary to handle a budget fall into 

this category, as does scheduling, and the ability to create and follow safety procedures. (See 

Appendix I.) 

 L. Leading This School. These comprise the site specific understandings that a principal 

needs to be successful. They include the knowledge of the particular strengths and weaknesses of 

one’s school, the local community’s culture and local traditions. (See Appendix I.) 
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 M. Leading a Vision. The leadership literature is replete with discussions of the 

importance of a vision to effective leadership (e.g. Collins, 2001). These are the capacities 

related to leading with a vision. They are education-specific because every mention of vision or 

mission was tied specifically to students. (See Appendix I.) 

 N. Leading for the New or Unknown. These are capacities that principals need in order 

to address new challenges and problems, to be able to deal with future issues that are currently 

unknown. It includes resources for principals’ professional development, and resources that 

principals can call on in the moment as they confront these new problems (e.g. peers, former 

mentors, etc.). (See Appendix I.) 

 O. Support/Backing. Every principal mentioned that he or she needs the support or 

backing of multiple constituencies. This support did not necessarily take a tangible form, but it 

could be recognized as patience, cooperation and respect. Support of their families – both the 

families they grew up with and the families they have created as adults – their supervisors, their 

schools’ communities and their faculties are included in this category (see Appendix I). 

 P. Experience. Experience itself constituted a major category. Experience included a 

record of prior success and the feeling that one has been successful in the past. It also included 

remembering the experience and feelings of being a teacher. (See Appendix I.) 

 Q. Common Sense. I question the existence of this category or this idea, despite the fact 

that every participant brought up “common sense” during their interviews. I asked each of them, 

“Can you unpack that, and tell me what common sense means to you?” Their answers varied (see 

Appendix I), and when I asked them in the third round of interviews to tell which of the answers 

I had received from the group were “common sense,” and which – though important – were not 

part of that idea of common sense, almost all of them said that all of their answers were elements 
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of common sense. I believe that the term common sense is a shorthand for, “coming to the kind 

of answers in the kinds of way that I would, and I don’t want to get into how or why.” I believe 

that it masks identification of capacities that are elements of multiple categories (e.g. experience, 

personal qualities). However, given that the term was used by every principal, and it clearly 

contains multiple ideas within it, I feel compelled to include it.   

Sources of Capacity 

 The interior of the table is intentionally left blank in the typology above. While this may 

be filled in for a particular principal or group of principals, or even may be filled in with some 

theory of leadership development in mind, there is no certain or absolute version. As this study is 

about theory building, rather than field testing or verifying, sources are not offered in this paper. 

However, following the exploration of leadership capacities with each principal, I asked them 

where the capacities they had listed developed or came from, one at a time, in the order they had 

offered them. Three facts were inescapable. 

 Principals in just one of the six districts from which principals were drawn for this study 

reported that formal district programs played a significant role in their leadership development. 

Though others reported attending meetings and the occasional training, the development of 

support of their internal capacities was quite rarely the product of these events. That one county 

has won generous grant funding for its leadership development programs, and national accolades 

for their successes. However, according to the participants in this study, the other five districts 

simply have not played this role.  

 Graduate school and leadership certification programs hardly did better than school 

districts. No one mentioned more than two courses or professors as sources of needed capacities, 

and quite few listed even that many. While it is quite possible that principals simply do not recall 
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the importance to the development of their thinking of the coursework they did so many years 

ago, those whose received their certification more recently were no more likely to suggest their 

graduate school courses as sources or supports for their capacity development.  

 By far the most common source of leadership capacity development was “trial, error (and 

failure),” as one participant called it. These learning experiences could have happened at any 

point in the participants’ lives. Some of them occurred under the supervision of others, such as 

when previous supervisors had given them opportunities outside their past experiences. The 

internship components of graduate programs also provided opportunities for this kind of 

learning.  

 The second most common kind of answer they gave when asked about where their 

capacities came from was, “I don’t know,” or “It’s just how I was raised.”  

Table 3 

Sources of Capacity 

Level of Responsibility 0 1 2 3 

Source of  
Capacity 

 
 
  

 

Fixed Traits 

Self-D
irected 

Professional Learning 

Inform
al W

orkplace 
Learning 

U
pbringing 

K
16 Education 

G
raduate School &

 
Licensure Program

s 

Form
al  School-

D
istrict –Sate 

Program
s 

 

Discussion 

 For those involved in school leadership programs and/or education policy and who 

believe that effective school leadership is an important – or even critical – lever for school 

improvement, these findings are quite shocking. There is a shortage of formal supports for 
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principals’ capacity-building, one that is incredibly misaligned with the surfeit of accountabilities 

and responsibilities that they face. This confirms previous research that concerns both the quality 

and the quantity of professional development programs for school leaders (Youngs & King, 

2002; Sparks, 2002), calling to mind the old Woody Allen (1977) joke, “Boy, the food at this 

place is really terrible…and such small portions!" 

 One does not learn to be a great cook or chef by measuring diners’ satisfaction when they 

leave a restaurant (i.e. measuring student outcomes) or even by examining the food as it leaves 

the kitchen (i.e. observing principals). The food metaphor can be further illustrative if one keeps 

in mind that principals work primarily with their minds, rather than their hands. Observing a 

great cook may be a good way to learn to cook, but it is impossible to observe what goes on in a 

principal’s head. Understanding what principals need to be effective requires understanding the 

internal and external capacities that they utilize – most of which are internal and therefore 

unobservable. While this is far from the definitive study of school leadership capacity, at least it 

attempts to catalog what principals actually need to do their complex and demanding work.  

 The offered typology of school leadership capacities could be a critical tool for anyone 

responsible for supporting practicing or future school leaders. The exercise of trying to fill in the 

interior of the table according to one’s own beliefs and subscribed-to theories can highlight the 

holes in one’s own thinking about how leadership develops. It can point those in leadership 

development programs, district offices, regional or state education offices and even schools to 

where they need to bear more responsibility for developing current and future school leaders. 

When taken together with the individual leadership capacities (see Appendix I), it can point them 

to specifically what responsibilities they may need to pick up.  
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 In the absence of improved Level 3 supports for leadership capacity development, school 

principals must reinvent the wheel for themselves far too often. If one believes that we have a 

shortage of great school leaders, relying on workplace mentorship is often the equivalent of the 

blind leading the blind. That so many of the principals in this study struggled with my questions, 

– saying that they had never thought about their work like this, that trying to figure out what was 

in their own heads was “like therapy” and/or that it was a welcome change from their regular 

work – underscores how poorly prepared principals themselves are to lead principal 

development.  Both situations (i.e. a heavy reliance on mentorship or on self-directed learning) 

are unfair to principals, unfair to their faculty and staffs and unfair to students.  

 This study makes clear that principals are doers; they are problem-solvers and accountors 

and accountees. They are not philosophers. They do not engage in metacognition about their 

roles, their own thinking, the nature of the work and/or the purpose of schooling. They are 

buffeted by so many accountabilities and are compelled to try to be responsive to multiple ideals 

about the purpose of schooling without being able to truly mediate between them.  Thus, they did 

not list the kinds of capacities that they might need to think critically about the purpose of 

schooling in our society. The participant in this study that had the most trouble with these 

interviews was a recent State Principal of the year, and was the only principal that any of the 

others mentioned by name (e.g. “She is what I hope to be some day as a high school principal.”). 

Perhaps unfortunately, they do not appear to consider that they themselves have a place in the 

debate over the purpose of schooling. 

 The last question that I asked these principals was whether the shortage of great 

principals was a problem of a shortage of potential candidates with whatever it took inside of 
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them to be great principals, or whether there were enough potential candidates that we could 

meet the need for great school leaders with improved training, selection and support.  

 In Inventing the Human (1998), Harold Bloom suggests that what it means to be human 

can found in literature – and even that it is a fairly modern set of ideas. I became a high school 

English teacher because I thought that that was the best way to help adolescents learn to become 

adults. That is the mission of our schools, to help adolescents to discover and take on adulthood 

and bear the mantle of what it means to be human. If we can do that – and I believe we can – 

then I do not see why formal learning contexts (i.e. graduate school coursework and district 

programs) cannot play a major role in the development of leadership capacities.  

 Every principal said that if we fixed training, selection and support of principals, we 

could have a great principal in every school.  
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Appendix I – Individual Leadership Capacities 

A. General Skills 

• Writing 
• Math 
• Statistics/Data 
• Verbal communication 
• Note taking (quick) 

• Time Management 
• Typing 
• Technology (e.g. Excel, security video) 
• Email 

 

B. Interpersonal Skills 

• Understanding of adult behavior 
• Understanding people’s motivations 
• Ability to read body language 
• Good eavesdropper 
• Ability to talk respectfully with people of 

different backgrounds and expectations  
• Ability to be diplomatic 
• Ability to make other see bigger picture 
• Ability to get others to see through lens of 

what’s best for kids 
• Ability to get parents to see needs of larger 

groups of kids (i.e. not just their own) 

• Ability to take 30,000’ view of competing 
interests* 

• Ability to deal with angry/upset adults 
• Ability to take (unfair) feedback & criticism 
• Anger control 
• Patience with people 
• Ability to create relationships 
• Ability to be a salesman 
• Memory for personal details 
• Networking 

 

C. Personal Qualities 

• Intelligent 
• Flexible 
• Good judgment 
• Ability to multitask 
• Ability to prioritize 
• Focus on forest, not trees 
• Ability to see greys 
• Ability to make quick decisions 
• Ability to take risks 
• Ability to envision what can go wrong 
• Ability to articulate reasons for decisions 
• Sincerity 
• Presence 
• Confidence in one’s charisma – quiet or loud 
• Ability to inspire trust 
• Be a performer 

• Likable 
• Fearable 
• Ability to have fun/smile/laugh 
• Passion about young people 
• People person 
• Empathy 
• Sympathy 
• Care about what is going on in the lives of 

other people 
• Ethical 
• Integrity 
• Willingness not to be right 
• Confidence 
• Ability to keep your head in a crisis 
• Resourcefulness or creativity 
• Political savvy 
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D. Leading Adults in the Workplace 

• Ability & patience to listen 
• Ability to delegate 
• Ability to monitor delegation 
• Ability to say “no” (in multiple ways) 
• Ability to say "no" in a supportive way 
• Able to tell people things they don't want to 

hear 
• Ability to find “win-wins” 
• Understanding that there aren't always win-

wins 
• Understanding of interpersonal power 

dynamics 
• Ability to gather/create agenda for meetings 
• Ability to run meetings 

• Make all people think they have important  
role to play 

• Ability to to teach adults 
• Ability to communicate data to adults 
• Mediation skills 
• Ability to find consensus 
• Ability to be facilitator rather than director 
• Ability to solve problems w/o turning off 

majority of people 
• Ability to read people in interviews 
• Trust in staff/faculty 
• Ability to get people to work together 
• Knack for getting people to do things that are 

beyond their perceived capabilities 
 

E. Physical Things & Technology Systems 

• Cafeteria 
• Chairs and desks 
• In school suspension room 
• Computer (for principal) 

• Telephone 
• Student data technology systems 
• 2-way radios (w/ear pieces) 
• Email lists of parents 

 

F. Faculty & Staff 

• Faculty & Staff 
• Assistant Principals 
• Bookkeeper or Accounting secretary 
• Principal’s secretary 
• Student Support team (e.g. social workers, 

guidance counselors) 
• Scheduler 
• Facility engineer 

• Custodians 
• Cafeteria manager 
• Security team 
• Teachers beyond basic allocation (for 

programs) 
• Curriculum director 
• Volunteers 

 
• Stable staff 
• Caring staff 
• People who come to work every day 
• People who do their job when they come to 

work 
• People who can communicate 
• Faculty/staff members who model particular 

traits/ability/habits 
• People who are smarter than you 

• Staff that has your back 
• Staff who can focus on their role at events 

(e.g. safety) 
• Main office staff that makes a personable 

impression 
• Lieutenants who take (and keep) things off 

one’s plate 
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G. Leading Children/Students 

• Rapport with students 
• Ability to communicate with students 
• Like & trust kids, and dealing with them 
• Understand what motivates students 
• Understand what students need 
• Ability to apply consequences that matter to 

students 

• Understand what can change in a realistic time 
frame 

• Know what can create change in behavior 
• Ability to impose an expectation 
• Patience with kids 
• Parental Involvement 

 

H. Leading Professional Educators 

• Ability to recognize rapport between kids and 
teachers 

• Good interviewing questions 
• Know how to read a resume (critically) 
• See how a person’s skills/knowledge fit into 

the team 
• Knowledge of staff’s strengths and 

weaknesses 
• Knowledge of staff's concerns 
• Knowledge of who is certified to do what 
• Understanding of professional development 
• Advance PD of staff 

• Support/cooperation of staff in applying 
consequences to students 

• Understand every job in the building 
• Knowledge of which teachers need how many 

observations this year 
• Ability to set up an environment where 

teachers can have a best friend at work 
• Leadership team 
• Belief that principals are part of the support 

staff 

 

I. Leading Instruction 

• Knowledge of instructional model 
• External instructional standards 
• Understanding of what kids in good 

instruction look like 
• Ability to focus on important things in a 

classroom 
• Ability NOT to get up and teach when 

observing 

• Other observers/evaluators 
• Ability to see proximal zone of development 

for teachers 
• Trusted student advisors/informants 
• General knowledge within each subject 
• Knowledge of curriculum 

 

J. Leading a School Within a District 

• Offices for: Safety, Communications, Special 
Education, Labor Relations, HR, 
Data/Reports, Content specialists, bringing 
relevant news to principal 

• District offices to do their stuff quickly 
• Knowledgeable & Expert supervisor 
• Supervisor willing to give hearing to ideas 
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J. Leading a School Within a District (continued) 

• Knowledge of offices and personnel at district 
office 

• Relationships with people in district office 
• Ability to explain upwards how local policy 

translates to practice 

• Experience in district office 
• Good working relationship with union rep 
• Ability to to buffer and filter district, 

community & national policy debates from 
school  

 
• Discretion over scheduling 
• Discretion over staff scheduling/utilization 
• Discretion over budget 
• Absolute discretion to choose own secretary 

• Some choice in hiring (i.e. never REQUIRED 
to take that one) 

• Freedom to remove staff from building 

 

K. Leading an Educational Branch Office 

• Ability to translate data to reality for self and 
others 

• Knowledge about current trends, events, 
practices 

• Knowledge of enrollment & accurate 
projections 

• Ability to put together and use master 
schedule 

• Ability to use/understand financial computer 
systems 

• Ability to use/understand HR computer 
systems 

• Ability to use/understand scheduling systems 
• Ability to use/understand student data systems 
• Ability to read a budget 
• Understanding of funding sources and limits 

• Understanding of state & local budgeting 
policies & procedures 

• Knowledge of staff costs 
• Ability to project costs 
• Understanding of local school board policy 
• Understanding of state and federal education 

policy & regulation 
• Knowledge of union contract(s) 
• Ability to create and follow safety & 

preparedness procedures 
• Master school calendar of meetings/events 
• Understanding of state and/or organization’s 

evaluation standards & procedures  for staff 
• Knowledge of site operations 
• Knowledge of athletic programs 

 

L. Leading This School 

• Knowledge of this school’s strengths and 
weaknesses 

• Understanding of this community’s 
culture/ways of communicating 

• Understand this community’s motivations 

• Knowledge of this school traditions 
• Knowledge of this community traditions 
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M. Leading a Vision 

• Vision 
• District plan 
• Vision for what a school day looks like 
• Ability to through lens of what’s best for kids* 
• Mission statement to guide decision-making 
• Dual awareness of problem of moment and 

mission statement 

• Knowledge of how vision should inform 
scheduling 

• A plan to match the vision 
• Ability to shape/shift school culture 
• Other schools to measure oneself against 

 

N. Leading for the New or Unknown 

• Time for own PD 
• Ability/opportunity to learn what other 

principals do 
• Ability to pick and choose what you can learn 

from someone 
• Knowledge where/how to get answers 
• Money for own PD 

• Make own PD decisions 
• Peers in organization to ask questions of 
• Former colleagues (including subordinates) 
• Supervisors willing to answer questions 
• Professional organizations 
• Books 

 

O. Support/Backing 

• Support of supervisor (i.e. when reasons 
explained) 

• Support of the staff 
• Support of students’ parents 
• Support & patience of local community 

• Professional network of support 
• Succession of mentors (historical support) 
• Emotional support of own family 
• Faith in what one is doing  

 

P. Experience 

• Experience 
• The Feeling that you are being effective 

• Record of prior success 
• Remember what it is like to be a teacher 

 

Q. Common Sense 

• Ability to recognize which rules/dictates matter, and which to bend or “reinterpret” 
• Ability to spot exception to rules 
• Ability to recognize and focus on the most important part of something 
• Ability to recognize what (not) freak to out about 
• Habit of seeing a situation from all angles before making a decision 
• Habit of not making it more complicated than it is 
• Ability to quickly cut to the right question and making the right call 


