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The School Principal as Leader: Guiding Schools to Better Teaching and Learning (The Wallace Foundation, 
2013), 8–9. 

The Wallace Foundation research and work on school leadership since 2000 
suggests that principals must become “leaders of learning who can develop a 
team delivering effective instruction” This skill set entails five key, interrelated 
responsibilities. One responsibility is “creating a climate hospitable to education 
in order that safety, a cooperative spirit and other foundations of fruitful interac-
tion prevail.”1 

More than a decade of research confirms that effective principals ensure that 
their schools allow both adults and children to put learning at the center of their 
daily activities. Such “a healthy school environment,” as Vanderbilt researchers 
call it, is characterized by basics like safety and orderliness, as well as less tan-

gible qualities such as a “supportive, responsive” attitude toward the children and a sense by teachers that 
they are part of a community of professionals focused on good instruction.2

Is it a surprise, then, that principals at schools with high teacher ratings for “instructional climate” outrank 
other principals in developing an atmosphere of caring and trust? Or that their teachers are more likely than 
faculty members elsewhere to find the principals’ motives and intentions are good?3

One former principal, in reflecting on his experiences, recalled a typical staff meeting years ago at an urban 
school where “morale never seemed to get out of the basement.” Discussion centered on “field trips, war 
stories about troubled students, and other management issues” rather than matters like “using student work 
and data to fine-tune teaching.” Almost inevitably, teacher pessimism was a significant barrier, with teachers 
regarding themselves as “hardworking martyrs in a hopeless cause.”4
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To change this kind of climate — and begin to combat teacher isolation, closed doors, negativism, defeat-
ism and teacher resistance — the most effective principals focus on building a sense of school community, 
with the attendant characteristics. These include respect for every member of the school community; “an 
upbeat, welcoming, solution-oriented, no-blame, professional environment;” and efforts to involve staff and 
students in a variety of activities, many of them schoolwide.5
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