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The Principal Story Learning Guide,
a web-based complement to the PBS documentary film, The Principal Story

Site map

The Principal Story, a one-hour 
PBS documentary, portrays the 
challenges principals face in 
turning around low-performing 
public schools and raising student 
achievement. This intimate, one-
year journey is seen through the 
eyes of two dynamic principals: 
Dr. Tresa D. Dunbar, in her second 
year in the Chicago Public School 
System; and Kerry Purcell, a 
seven-year veteran in Springfield, 
Ill. Principal instructors and other 
professional learning facilitators 
may use this film and related  
videos and resources to structure 
a range of learning experiences 
for their students. 

For example, this web-based  
The Principal Story Professional 
Learning Guide takes learners 
through a progression of directed 
experiences using a mix of film 
clips and activities. 

Likewise, facilitators  may also 
access a 23-minute film clip with 
excerpts from the original film 
documentary available from The 
Wallace Foundation at www.
wallacefoundation.org/principal-
story/clips-from-the-film/Pages/
default.aspx

Finally, facilitators may pur-
chase and show the complete 
documentary. In addition, The 
Principal Story Field Guide gives a 
structure for studying the film. It 
also includes tips for organizing 
viewing sessions and conducting 
discussions before and after view-
ing the film. Visit www.wallace-
foundation.org/principal-story/
Pages/ordering-info.aspx to order 
the documentary and access the 
Field Guide free from The Wallace 
Foundation. 
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Required Text

The Wallace Foundation. 
(2013). The School prin-
cipal as leader: Guiding 
schools to better teaching 
and learning. New York: 
Author.

Optional Texts

Mendels, P. (2012, Febru-
ary). The effective princi-
pal. JSD, 33(1), 54-58. 

Seashore-Louis, K., 
Leithwood, K., Wahl-
strom, K., & Anderson, S. 
E. (2010). Learning from 
Leadership: Investigat-
ing the Links to Improved 
Student Learning. New 
York: The Wallace Foun-
dation.
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The Principal Story Learning Guide
To advance the professional learning of aspiring and current school leaders

 

Purpose: Unit 1 provides participants with an opportunity to identify principal be-
haviors focused on setting, communicating, and shaping a vision. It also guides them 
in applying solutions to ensure success. Follow these links to move through the sec-
tions of this unit. Approximate Time: 4.5 – 5.5 hours.

Facilitators: Adult-learning professionals may use this web-based learning tool in 
principal preparation courses or in workplace study sessions. Facilitators may en-
courage participants to take advantage of the printable pdfs to record and save their 
responses. For onsite study groups or classes, the facilitator may choose to print rel-
evant worksheets and provide them to participants. Depending on class structure and 
learning goals, facilitators will use these tools to provide group and individual learning 
experiences within the following structure: 

Consider ideas and connect with others 
Watch the film clip
Read the excerpt
Complete the activities

Consider ideas and connect with others

Think about the role of a school principal in shaping a school vision. Independently, 
respond to questions on the worksheet and exchange responses with a partner.  
Connect with others, if applicable, to discuss common themes.

1. What does it mean for principals to shape a vision of academic success for all 
students?

2. What examples or results of effectively shaping a vision can you share from 
your own experience?

Watch the film clip

In this clip, viewers meet principals Tresa Dunbar (Nash Elementary) and Kerry Purcell 
(Harvard Park Elementary) and learn about their schools. Ninety-eight percent of stu-
dents at Nash and 87% of students at Harvard Park come from low-income families. 
Both principals articulate their vision for their schools and explain why they became 
principals. Tresa focuses on the challenges related to working with new teachers, and 
Kerry highlights the progress she and her staff have made in the improvement of stu-
dent learning. [Time: 2 minutes, 47 seconds]  

View a clip on sharing a vision of academic excellence to see research in practice. Use 
the Big ideas chart to guide independent note-taking while viewing.  
 

Read the excerpt

Excerpt from: The School Principal as Leader: Guiding Schools to Better Teaching and 
Learning (The Wallace Foundation, 2013), 7–8. 

Although they say it in different ways, researchers who have examined education 
leadership agree that effective principals are responsible for establishing a schoolwide 
vision of commitment to high standards and the success of all students.  Read more...

Complete the activities

Working in small groups or at their own pace, learners observe, discuss, engage, and 
reflect on the ideas and information presented in the film clips and related materials. 
Follow these links to tools that include writable pdf files to support this work.

Activity 1: Discover personal assumptions
Activity 2: Review research
Activity 3: Link research with practice
Activity 4: Take action
Activity 5: Reflect

Return to top
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Sample page

  Left column 
The navigation sidebar  
allows direct navigation to  
the “Overview” and each of  
the five units: 
• 	Unit 1: Shaping a vision  

of academic success for  
all students

• 	Unit 2: Creating a climate 
hospitable to education

• 	Unit 3: Cultivating  
leadership in others

• 	Unit 4: Improving  
instruction

• 	Unit 5: Managing people, 
data, and processes

  Center column 
The center column of each unit’s main page includes:
•	 Purpose. Orients learners to the unit.
•	 Consider ideas and connect with others. Helps learners generate ideas  

and discussions about the film. 
•	 Watch the film clip. Facilitates learners’ viewing of the film clip that pertains  

to each unit.
•	 Read the excerpt. Links learners to research synthesized in the workbook text.
•	 Complete the activities. Facilitates learners as they observe, discuss, engage  

in and reflect on practice and research related to school leadership. Each  
activity lets instructors, facilitators, or group leaders adapt for the experience 
level, as well as size and distribution, of the class or group.

  Right column
The resource links allow  
direct navigation to  
“Required Text” and related 
resources on The Wallace 
Foundation website. 

This web-based learning guide has the following purposes:

(a) To give principal instructors a 
stand-alone set of interactive 
units based on the PBS docu-
mentary film, The Principal 
Story. Units are designed to 
allow preservice instructors 
to insert them into lessons 
about the five practices of 
effective principal leadership 
identified from The Wallace  
Foundation research.

(b) To give facilitators of  
professional learning a  
structure and activities to  
use in coaching sessions,  
study groups, professional 
learning communities,  
or workshops.

(c) To give individual learners  
access to film clips from  
The Principal Story, guiding 
questions, activities, and  
resources they can use to  
examine five key practices  
of effective principals  
identified in Wallace- 
sponsored research.


