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1 

Introduction

When I wrote my first book for principals, You’re the Principal! Now 

What?, I was excited to share what I’d learned about making a suc-

cessful foray into the world of school leadership. Though the book 

was written for new principals, its intent was broader: I wanted all 

principals to be able to plan and implement their school’s systems 

and structures while becoming more confident in their role. I wanted 

them to be certain they could lead with excellence and that their 

students, staff, and school community were in good hands.

In recent months, I found myself speaking to groups of principals 
who were already secure, experienced, and confident with their 
leadership abilities but were struggling mightily with how to lead 
their schools through evolution and change. I began to suspect 
there was a need for further interaction with principals who were 
in the midst of their careers but were no longer as inspired and 
excited about their work as they’d been when they started. Innova-
tion was emerging as a buzzword in education, but principals told 
me over and over that they weren’t sure what the word meant in 
practical terms. What, after all, does innovation actually look like 
in a system as deeply established as K–12 education? Additionally, 
and alarmingly, I noticed many principals seemed to be experienc-
ing a decrease in self-efficacy as they moved through their careers, 
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2   •   The Principal Reboot

feeling stuck in traditional decision making or hesitant about how 
to navigate complications related to social media, data, community, 
and communication.

I understood these challenges because I was facing them myself. 
The newness of being a principal had long worn off for me, and the 
constant day-to-day challenges had begun to feel exhausting and 
overwhelming. I was dismayed to glimpse the beginnings of burn-
out in myself, in spite of ongoing self-scoldings and constant self- 
promises to avoid negativity and lethargy. I was taken aback to find 
myself victim to the seemingly inevitable pitfalls of the principal-
ship: the job requires so much sustained emotional and physical 
energy that often the only sure way to manage this career is to sit 
back and let some things go. Give in. Give up?

No way, I thought. I can’t let that happen. I wondered, What if I 
could rediscover the excitement of those first few years? What if I could 
find ways to renew my purpose and joy for the job? What I needed, I 
decided, was a good old-fashioned reboot.

I began to make conscious efforts to treat every day on the job as 
though it were my first. I forced myself to audit our school’s opera-
tions, revisit relationships with others, and reconsider my philoso-
phy on common challenges of the principalship. I took notes along 
the way so I could catalog and reflect on what made me an effective 
principal, as opposed to what simply added “noise” to an already 
noisy job.

This book is meant to provide ideas, inspiration, and support for 
principals as they navigate school leadership in an ever-changing 
world. Together, we’ll cover eight key areas to reboot your leader-
ship, including rebranding your school with renewed values and mis-
sion; reconnecting with your school and community; reinvesting in 
relationships with students and staff; revamping instructional lead-
ership; reenvisioning teacher leadership; reframing your approach 
to growth and achievement data; and revisiting your school’s opera-
tional practices. In the final chapter we’ll look at why taking time for 
yourself to relax, rediscover, and revive can bring you back to the 
joyful, satisfied, successful principal you aspire to be.
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It’s a long career. There’s no reason it shouldn’t also be fruitful 
and satisfying.
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1
Rebrand: Evaluating and 
Recommitting to Values  

and Mission 

We’ve all had that moment when we are working away at a task—

alone, with a team of teachers, or with a group of students—and we 

are struck with this question: What are we even trying to do here?

As any principal knows, it is easy to unwittingly lose focus and 
purpose—within ourselves, certainly, but also with our entire school 
community. We may assume we are moving in the right direction, 
because we are assiduously setting goals and creating improvement 
plans, but we can’t be sure. There’s no real way to know—not with-
out an end point to guide us.

In this chapter, we’ll get to that end point by starting at the begin-
ning. We’ll first search for areas where we may have lost focus or 
wandered off track. We’ll consider foundational questions about a 
school’s evolution in today’s world, investigating key areas such 
as student behavior and discipline, English language instruction, 
special education, differentiation, and the school’s role as a safe 
haven for students and families facing trauma, poverty, or mental 
illness. Next we’ll revisit the rationale behind having a solid, well- 
communicated purpose and consider ideas for auditing, revising, 
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6   •   The Principal Reboot

and relaunching a school’s mission and philosophy. We’ll determine 
how to communicate those changes in a way that rebrands our 
school and invigorates a community, thereby reinforcing our influ-
ence as a principal, improving culture and morale, and reenergizing 
the community’s core values.

Not long ago, I agreed to team with a principal to plan a profes-
sional development session for his staff. Soon after sitting down to 
plan, we ran into a couple of tough questions about negativity and 
apathy among his staff members. He stopped, closed his laptop, and 
put his head in his hands. “I don’t know how much longer I can do 
this,” he said.

By this, I learned, he meant all of it—leading a school, planning 
professional development, inspiring a staff. He had lost motivation 
and a sense of purpose in his work. He could remember a time when 
he’d been energetic and excited about being a principal, but in 
recent years his days had lost their shine. Nothing inspired him. In 
fact, he’d begun to feel resentful. “I’m being paid to solve other peo-
ple’s problems, and where’s the fun in that?” he asked. “I’m never 
the one who caused the problems.”

“What is your biggest energy drain?” I asked.

His answers tumbled out. He discussed problems with his facil-
ity, instructional delivery, community relations, teacher apathy, 
parent disengagement, and student indifference. His own apathy 
was a large part of it, too. He was tired of facing the same old thing 
every day. He had no energy, no fire, no spark or spunk. “I’ve lost 
my edge.”

“Is there anything that still excites you?”

He shrugged. “Not much.”

I sensed that we needed to continue this conversation then and 
there, so I consciously and quietly set aside our original goals for 
the meeting. The professional development we were planning (on 
improving communication) seemed secondary when compared 
with the principal’s self-admitted burnout.

“If you are feeling this way, it’s likely your students, parents, and 
teachers are, too,” I pointed out. I reminded him of the metaphor 
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commonly made about principals and the staff that surround them: 
if the principal has a cold, everyone has a cold. An attitude of neg-
ativity, lethargy, or drudgery can infiltrate every corner of a school 
and infect all the people in it.

He agreed. “I know it’s my job to inspire them by reminding them 
who we are and what we aspire to be. And I know I’d find some new 
energy by doing it. But I’m not sure I have the gumption to begin.”

“Let’s start there,” I said.

So we did. We spent our time deciding how we could gauge the 
focus and engagement of his staff and what we would do if—when, 
we suspected—we found a lack of both.

A few weeks later, his staff was together for the professional 
development we’d been planning. I opened the meeting with a guid-
ing question: “Can someone start us off by describing your school’s 
mission or purpose?”

No one raised a hand.

“What are your shared values?”

Nothing.

I wasn’t asking them about their classrooms, professional goals, 
standards, instructional approach, or even a school improvement 
plan submitted to their superintendent or state auditing board. The 
question was simpler and, simultaneously, more complicated: What 
are you about?

The principal stood, bravely taking the problem on his own 
shoulders. “I’m not sure anyone in this room, myself included, 
knows the answer to those two questions. I believe we’ve fallen 
into a predictable, comfortable rhythm here at school by relying on 
the same system of patterns and habits. It may be that we need to 
revisit our purpose.”

It’s important to note that there was nothing terribly wrong with 
the staff’s habits and patterns. They just weren’t very goal-driven or 
inspiring—or fun.

They had forgotten their why.
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Rebranding, Part 1: Why? 
In a previous life, I spent a great deal of time in the food service 

industry. Rarely does a restaurant have a published mission state-

ment. There is no need, really; it is obvious to employees and cus-

tomers alike: A restaurant’s purpose is to provide a comfortable dining 

experience, good food, and appropriate experience-to-value. A restau-

rant should also be financially profitable. Diners come in, order, eat, 

enjoy their experience, and walk away feeling that they had a good 

meal for an appropriate price. Restaurant employees cook the food, 

deliver it, clean up afterward, and care for the diners; in return, they 

earn tips and compensation. It is an easily recognizable give-and-

take. Mission accomplished.

Schools are more complicated. Each teacher carries a differing 
philosophy and sense of purpose; some have years of experience, 
whereas others have mere months. Consequently, a school’s teach-
ing staff is the product of a range of college or postgraduate training 
approaches spanning several decades. Collegial relationships shift 
with time, as do the philosophies, attitudes, and perspectives of 
teachers, students, and communities. Complicating the equation are 
school culture, student demographics, district support, employee 
compensation, union presence, parental involvement, and special 
populations. Other complexities are the nuances within various pro-
grams that make up a school.

A friend of mine, the principal of a large high school, told me 
that one of his biggest stressors is athletics. He faces endless issues 
with coaches, parents, athletes, the collaboration between the ath-
letic department and academic programs, collegiality among high 
schools in the district, college programs and recruiting, and so on. 
My friend identifies the problem as a lack of common focus. Some of 
the sports, buoyed by a few outlier years of exceptionally talented 
athletes or by traditionally successful teams, are driven to compete 
for state championships at all costs. Other sports are lucky to field 
a team at all, much less keep a coach for a couple years running. 
Athletics, as a whole, exhausts my principal friend. And that is just 
one department in his school. Add in the responsibility of oversee-
ing marching band, theater, music, student leadership, International 
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Baccalaureate, Advanced Placement, dual college–high school 
credit programs, credit recovery, and all the intense programming 
students need for postsecondary life, and the end product is a gur-
gling whirlpool of philosophies and purpose.

Principals are hired to lasso all these components together and 
keep the school moving forward toward the same goal. Sounds sim-
ple, but simple doesn’t mean easy. It’s teaching students to read, 
write, and compute while developing habits of collaboration and 
communication. It’s developing the social, emotional, and academic 
health of all students, in spite of their widely differing backgrounds 
and abilities. It’s preparing to launch students into a postsecondary 
world, to be responsible citizens in cooperation and harmony with 
one another. It gets really complicated really quickly, and there is no 
single formula for doing it.

We can save our sanity by revisiting and reinvesting in the why 
behind our work. We can gather input and insight from teachers 
and staff so that the why stays at the forefront of everyone’s mind. 
Without a why, well . . . why, then?

Let’s start by pulling off the blinders and reexamining areas 
that may need attention. A structured way to do this is with a “pur-
pose audit” built around a list of foundational questions to launch  
conversations—within yourself or with others—about your school’s 
purpose and evolution in today’s world.

Conducting a Purpose Audit
Have you ever walked into someone else’s house when they are 

preparing a delicious meal? You say, “That smells wonderful!” In 
response you get a grateful “It does? Thank you!” Often, the aroma 
has become so familiar that the host has forgotten it was even there 
and genuinely appreciates the chance to notice it again. We can do 
the same with our schools by asking others, “What aren’t we seeing 
or noticing? What might we do differently? What might make us bet-
ter?” They’ll have a different lens and, as such, will be able to see 
things we may no longer see.

Several years ago, I spoke with a colleague who had been 
inspired by the television series Wife Swap. He had suggested that 
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his superintendent do an “AP Swap,” wherein the six middle school 
assistant principals (APs) in the district would spend a week at 
another middle school. The superintendent was game and signed 
off on the project. A team of principals planned and developed crite-
ria, including the time line: there would be two days observing and 
shadowing, two days immersed as the acting assistant principal, 
and one day debriefing and communicating ideas with the principal. 
An additional half-day would be spent with the team of APs discuss-
ing what they’d learned and how it had changed their thinking. The 
program launched to some grumbling and eye-rolling, but as the 
week went by, minds changed drastically. In the end, the project 
was unanimously considered a great success. Why? Because the 
format was such that the APs were free and encouraged to watch, 
look, listen, and ask questions—of themselves, of the host principal, 
and of their “home” principal. It opened conversations about why 
certain operational procedures were in place, which approaches 
were being used for instruction, and how students were affected by 
long-standing traditions, decisions, and protocols.

Even if an experiment or experience like this isn’t possible in 
your district, a team approach to inquiry is a great way to reveal 
some of the blind spots entrenched in your school’s routines. The 
questions driving such inquiry can be asked among supervisors, an 
administrative team, a committee of teacher leaders, or even the 
whole staff.

Questions for a Purpose Audit
For the sake of organization, the following suggested questions 

are grouped according to challenges that schools and principals 
often face. As you read, think of how you and a team might ask your-
selves, “Is this an area driven by focus and mission, or have we lost 
track of our purpose?” It might be beneficial to focus on just one 
area—one that particularly affects and interests you, perhaps, or 
one that causes your staff extra stress and worry.
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Student behavior and discipline

• Are you and your staff spending a disproportionate amount of 
time responding to student behaviors?

• How often, and to what extent, do teachers hold themselves 
accountable for student behaviors?

• If your school has implemented a positive-behavior 
program, has it sustained itself over time? Might it benefit 
from revisiting the original intent of the program or from 
modernizing the goals and outcomes?

• Do students feel a sense of responsibility for their own 
decisions and behaviors and those of their peers?

• How tightly are your school’s climate and morale tied to 
discipline processes and procedures?

English language (EL) instruction

• Has EL programming evolved with your school’s demo-
graphics and enrollment?

• Do you or your teachers have a guiding philosophy and 
approach to EL instruction? Is it available online for everyone 
to access?

• What training or professional development has been offered 
to your school staff?

• Have refugee population issues been addressed?
• Do you have the staffing you need to support EL learners?
• Do EL students feel a sense of belonging at your school? If 

you’re unsure, how might you find out?
• What community partnerships are in place to support families 

with limited English proficiency?

Special education

• What supports help you, your teachers, and your staff 
integrate best instructional practices for special education 
students?

• Does your school’s special education program make you 
proud?
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• Do teachers and staff have a solid understanding of the state 
and federal special education laws?

• Do your school and your district have a self-auditing process 
to ensure compliance with state and federal mandates?

• How do parents feel about special education services at your 
school? If you’re unsure, how might you find out?

Differentiation

• Educators talk a lot about differentiation in academic settings. 
In what other ways do you see differentiation in your school?

• As the principal, do you differentiate how you support 
teachers? Is the differentiation intentional and based on 
outcome-based decisions, or is it based on favoritism and 
school politics?

• If you were to poll teachers, how many would feel they have 
strength in the area of differentiated instruction for students?

• Do your students’ parents understand how differentiated 
instruction works?

Safety
• When you think about your school’s safety procedures, what 

worries you?
• If you surveyed your staff, what would be some areas they 

identify as weaknesses? Would you agree with them?
• What kinds of supports do you have available to help make 

smart, sensible decisions about safety procedures?
• Do students understand safety procedures in a developmen-

tally appropriate way? 

Trauma and poverty
• Have you or your guidance counselor done research or 

reading on how to address trauma in the classroom?
• Can you, or a school-based student services team, identify 

which students are facing traumatic experiences?
• What supports are in place for students whose families are 

facing poverty?
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Mental health

• What authoritative reading, research, or programming have 
you considered to support teachers and staff who have 
mental health challenges?

• Have you considered how you are taking care of your own 
mental health needs?

• Has your school community faced repercussions as a result of 
troubled students? How did the response affect you?

• Does your community have any available resources you 
haven’t considered to deal with mental health concerns?

• How have your counselors, teachers, and school community 
addressed the implications of social media/screen time for 
students?

School function and identity

• Are students safe, happy, and successful?
• By what measures of success does your school define itself?
• Do school visitors feel welcomed?
• Do substitutes feel supported? Do they tend to return again 

and again?
• Are staff members generally happy and grateful to work in 

this particular school?
• Are laughter and joy part of the school’s fiber?
• Is gratitude evident? Does it outweigh negativity and 

complaining?

If any of these questions elicited an area of focus for you and 
your team, you can now home in on actionable steps to address 
areas of weakness and publicize these plans to others. In the next 
section, you’ll find ways you can rebrand your school by renewing 
your mission and beliefs and then share this recalibration with your 
school and community.

Rebranding, Part 2: How?
After we recognize that there is work to be done, it is easy to get stuck 

in that crippling moment of how: “How in the world will we get started? 
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Where do we even begin to create and implement a philosophy- 

driven, purposeful plan for our school?”

A couple of decades ago, there was a great push across the 
United States for districts and schools to create and write mission 
statements. School leaders diligently assembled committees, held 
meetings, and created these statements. After the luster wore off, 
though, many principals found that their mission statements had 
grown dusty and rusty, stale and buried beneath new mandates, 
goals, and committees. For some of us, our mission and vision have 
disappeared altogether, inexplicably absent from our conversa-
tions, our planning, and even our websites.

To address shortcomings in yourself and your school, it may be 
time to dust off those mission statements and recommunicate your 
overarching purpose. It’s a massive undertaking. Many consultants 
will happily do this work for a healthy fee, and if you’re hesitant or 
unsure of yourself, hiring some help is a great idea. But I’d argue 
that most principals could lead this work for a staff—should, in 
fact. It takes extensive planning and a fierce commitment to follow- 
through, but the principal is the person who best knows teach-
ers, staff, students, and the community. The principal has already 
invested time in observing and absorbing cultural nuances of the 
building, and the principal also has a vision of what the school can 
be. Further, unlike the principal, outside consultants may not have 
the long-term availability required to truly immerse themselves in 
the building’s culture and see the effort through to completion. 
Principals are there, embedded in the process and in a position to 
prioritize a recommitment to make the school better than ever.

We recently did just this at my school. To prepare, I did a lot of 
reading, thinking, and talking with experts. In the end, though, a lot 
of it came down to instinct, reflection, and a vigilant response to 
roadblocks. In the rest of this chapter, I’ll cover some of the things 
I learned and some specific tools my staff and I used along the way, 
and offer suggestions for steps you can take to update and upgrade 
your school’s vision and philosophy.
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Launching a Process to Find a New Mission
To be clear, the effort to find and define a new mission could and 

should take months. Get ready and settle in.

First, involve stakeholders. To start, you’ll need a committee 
of focused, hardworking, inspired people to join you. The most 
obvious members to include are other administrators and teach-
ers (including department leaders, program directors, and special 
services staff). The committee may also include parents, students, 
key community members, and district leadership. I found it most 
helpful to invite any interested individuals through a purposefully 
vague e-mail asking for volunteers. Those who responded were the 
type of committee members I needed—if for no other reason than I 
knew they’d proven that they actually read my e-mails.

There is no denying that involving others through the creation of 
a committee lengthens and complicates the process of finding and 
defining a mission. I admit that I was tempted to do an online search 
for a viable, zippy-sounding phrase and just adopt it as our own. 
Those shortcuts never work, though. Lifting a mission statement 
from another school and trying to incorporate it into your school, 
without input or buy-in from stakeholders, means it will inevitably 
deflate and disappear. Asking for help in creating an original work 
means inclusion and empowerment of community members. It 
means letting others be owners, from conception to conclusion.

Once I had my list of interested participants, I took several weeks 
to connect with each of them personally. I explained the problems with 
our previous motto and mission statement (a message I would share 
hundreds of other times during the coming months). I reminded 
them of our history: since the school had opened decades ago, a 
culturally insensitive mascot had been abandoned, our district had 
increased by almost 15,000 students, our student demographics 
had changed drastically, and our entire approach to student learn-
ing had shifted and evolved. Time had diminished and eventually 
buried any remaining connection to the school’s original mission 
statement. We needed something new that aligned with who we had 
become—and who we wanted to be.
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In talking it through personally, I was able to be certain that each 
committee member understood our problem and our goal. Every 
single one confirmed a desire to be part of the work. Next, I sent 
each member a formal invitation, with pre-established meeting 
dates and locations, and a very general outline and time line of our 
goals for each meeting.

With a committee in place, it is time to get to work. Here are some 
steps you and your committee might follow:

1. Study the current state of being. Consider the following 
questions:

• Do we have a statement, motto, mission, or vision that defines 
us?

• Can all teachers, students, and parents articulate what we are 
all about?

• How have the history and tradition of our school led to where 
we are now?

2. Decide whether to redefine, rewrite, and relaunch an exist-
ing mission statement or start all over. You may be able to dust 
off your school’s previous mission statement and see if it still suits 
your school. Even if it does still have some applicability, though, 
you probably won’t be able to just skim over it and then post it on a 
huge banner in front of the building. At the very least, your commit-
tee will want to read it closely to see how and where it has value and 
whether to let it become a maxim your entire school community can 
readopt as your school’s identity.

In our case, we decided to start all over. We wanted to modernize 
our mission statement and focus it into one comprehensive motto 
that captured who we are now, what we believe, and what we want 
to be in the coming years.

As you and your committee review the mission statement, here 
are some things to consider: 

• What history and tradition do we want to honor?
• What are our current demographics?
• Who is our audience?
• Do we all share the same goals? What are they?
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• What kind of school do we want to be? One that gives back? 
One that is welcoming? A school that sings and dances?

• What does success look like for us?
• How can we put these ideas into words?
• When we find the words, how do we want our belief statement 

to sound? How can it have rhythm and soul, and easily roll off 
the tongue?

As you answer these questions, it will help to be completely hon-
est and forthcoming with what you grapple with in your school’s 
mission and to encourage your committee members to do the same. 
Saying something such as “I feel like we’re in a mediocrity rut, and 
I want to find a way out of it” or “I’m seeking some inspiration to 
capture how awesome we are and can be” will launch much-needed 
communication and solidarity, especially when others follow suit. 
Honesty tells the world you’re human—but not afraid to lead a 
movement from “meh” to “magnificent.”

3. Send everyone on a research mission. Have committee 
members get input and ideas from parents, teachers, students, for-
mer students, and community members. In our case, we narrowed 
our focus to one defining question: “How would you describe our 
school?” We sent out surveys, had conversations with students and 
key parent groups, gathered feedback from Facebook and Twitter, 
and even collected student work from teachers who’d made answer-
ing the question part of their writing instruction. We kept it simple 
so as not to limit or influence responses.

4. Summarize and combine. Here is where you might want to 
outsource a step of the process, if for no other reason than to have 
an impartial, emotionally detached person help gather the input you 
receive. Even if you choose to lead this step yourself, the goal is to 
identify common themes and summarize all the input. In our case, 
there were thousands of words to sift through, so it took multiple 
meetings to categorize responses into common themes and come 
up with five or six sentences summarizing the feedback.

Here’s where I urge a little risk taking. Vision and mission state-
ments are notoriously dry and impenetrable. I’ve read hundreds 
of them, and they all kind of sound the same, which is a shame, 
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because I know many hours of work and wordsmithing have gone 
into their development. In this 21st century world, though, why not 
modernize the language when summarizing the ideas you’ve gath-
ered? Strive for short and concise, as in these examples:

Instead of . . . We could write . . .

At Prescott Middle School, we will come 
together in our quest for excellence so we 
may prepare students for tomorrow’s chal-
lenging world.

Excellent today . . . 
and tomorrow.

At Prescott Middle School, we focus learning 
and student success through structures of 
support and continuous improvement in 
partnership with parents and community.

Prescott: 
Partnership,  
purpose, promise.

Or rather than “Making a difference every day,” why not be 

#differencemakers?
5. Find the best wording. I find this the most maddening and 

frustrating step in any committee’s process. When we were going 
through our mission adoption process, I squirmed under the relent-
less scrutiny our committee put into deciding the perfect combina-
tion of words. As a word lover, I knew finding the right words was 
important—but each challenge felt like a personal affront to all the 
hours of work we’d put in so far. Yet there we were, hour after hour, 
arguing the merits of one word over another. “Should we say ‘every’ 
student or ‘each’ student?” “Do we mean ‘achieve’ or ‘accomplish’?” 
Immersion in the wordsmithing process can feel nitpicky and val-
ueless, but I promise this: it matters. Go ahead and dig deep. Let 
it happen. Let your committee members argue. The end result will 
truly represent what your community says about itself.

6. Gather input. Again. Once you have your motto or mission 
statement somewhat finalized, you can go back to the larger school 
community to see what they think. You’ll want to know if you’ve 
missed the mark or if your statements really do encapsulate the 
values and mission of your school. In our case, we offered our com-
munity three viable options and had them vote to choose which 
statement best described our purpose.
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How did we vote? We did it all digitally, through a Facebook poll 
for our parents and a Google form for our students. Then we gath-
ered all the responses, tallied them up, and had our answer.

A bit of advice that applies to all steps of the process but is par-
ticularly relevant at the voting stage is this: try not to take criticism 
personally. Having led this process for my school, I felt demoralized 
and deflated to hear criticism of our work. As people voted, I heard 
grumblings from some who were scrutinizing the process and out-
come. I heard fussing and second-guessing. I wept inwardly when 
one teacher sniffed, “This whole thing just feels very adult-led.” 
We’d gathered so much student input and incorporated piles of stu-
dent responses; the criticism was terribly unfair. It made me want 
to abandon the whole project. Not a good idea, though. Giving up 
would be selfish and reactionary. Instead, I stayed the course and, 
in the end, recognized that the criticism was just another necessary 
part of the process.

7. Finalize. When the votes are counted and your school’s pur-
pose is wrapped up into one solid statement, it will (finally!) be time 
to put the stamp of approval on it. As the leader, you’ll be ready to 
move forward, even if the outcome is not exactly what you’d envi-
sioned. For me, it was difficult when the votes were in and 74 percent 
of our school community chose a statement to define us that was 
not the one I would have chosen. It wasn’t about me, though, and 
I knew it. It was about our community’s vision and version of who 
we were. So I put my wishes aside and got in line with the majority.

Communicating the Results
Creating and agreeing on a common vision doesn’t mean the 

work is done. Next comes the job of sprinkling your mission state-
ment through everything you do. Let’s take it beyond the usual 
steps—adding it to letterhead and putting a banner at the school’s 
main entrance—and think about some unconventional twists. You 
will want the statement to be a proverbial rooftop shout from every 
student, teacher, and classroom. Here are a few ways to publicize 
and advertise your school’s new identity with enthusiasm and flair.
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Create a new logo to represent your brand. Don’t ditch the old 
one if it is still applicable and well loved. Perhaps it just needs a 
facelift, or maybe it’s time to start all over. In our case, we found a 
hip, trendy graphic designer who helped create an eye-catching new 
logo incorporating our belief statement.

Brand, brand, brand. Branding evokes the emotional connec-
tion stakeholders have to your school, and it’s fun to think of ways 
you can launch your new logo and vision to the world. You can use 
Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, and hashtag it in social media 
posts. Advertise it. Continuously tell the story of its creation, from 
idea to life, and ask others to do the same. The key to good branding 
is consistency of use as well as a genuine emotional connection to 
the messaging.

Gift it. With the financial support of our PTO, I thanked all the 
members of our committee with a personal note and a gift show-
casing our new logo. All staff members, district leaders, and key 
student groups received something, too: mugs, pens, shirts, vehicle 
decals, ID badges, and notebooks. In fact, I am still thinking of new 
ways to gift our school’s vision to others.

Put it to music. With all the words you have on the cutting-room 
floor from your work developing a mission statement, you’ll have a 
lot of ideas to put into a song. We partnered with the music depart-
ment of a local university. A professor and some graduate students 
worked with our students to write poetry and put it into a snazzy, 
upbeat song. It’s just a few verses long, but the chorus ends with our 
motto. We recorded it and play it before every schoolwide event, 
assembly, and performance. 

Make videos with student voices. People love movies, no? Cre-
ating a video (or a series of videos) advertising the “new you” can 
infuse a lot of fun into the process and the final product. Student 
voice is important here, whether you work with 5-year-olds or 
15-year-olds, because they are fabulous messengers. Our motto was 
“What begins here will change the world,” so we had students vid-
eotape themselves declaring, “This is how I am changing the world!” 
This is something we can do on a regular basis to reflect our current 
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student population. We archive the videos on our school YouTube 
channel for easy access and review.

Develop and publish a Quality Profile. As a solid representation 
of your school, your statement can be the foundation for describing 
everything that’s fabulous about the school. Recently, many dis-
tricts have developed and published a “Quality Profile” in response 
to an overemphasis on standardized testing that led districts to 
protest, “We are so much more than test scores!” A Quality Profile 
allows districts to characterize and summarize the components of 
educational delivery that may not be captured by traditional data 
collection practices. These components are typically summariza-
tions and visual depictions of some of the best aspects of districts, 
including skills and habits the district or school is committed to 
developing in students; a highlight of arts, athletics, curriculum, stu-
dent supports, and financially responsible decision making; connec-
tions the school has with the community, including ways students 
and staff “give back” through needs-based service; and celebrations 
of student accomplishments using a wide and varied definition of 
“success.” If you’re looking to boost your school’s mission, purpose, 
and motto with the district or community, creating a Quality Profile 
is a good path to take.

If you’re a principal facing an inspiration crisis, or if you see your 

school community losing its way, now is the time to right your ship 

by making a conscious decision to rebrand your school. This chap-

ter included some probing questions to drill into areas of apathy, 

frustration, or failure. Seeking answers to pointed questions about 

your school, while doubling down on efforts to address problems, 

can give you a boost of new energy and focus. Doing so will also 

reinforce your influence, improve your school’s culture and morale, 

and reenergize your own reasons for being a principal. You’ll have a 

rock-solid answer to the question “What are we trying to do here?”
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