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These questions are designed to support a principal, 

aspiring principal, or anyone in a school leadership 

position. They are meant to create opportunities for 

reflection through probing questions that will inspire 

connections with staff members, both individually and 

collectively.  The questions can be read before, during, or 

after reading each chapter in The Teacher’s Principal, or used as a study guide when 

using the book as a professional book study for a learning team.   

 

Chapter 1 

 

1.​ As a principal, how can you stay connected to the teacher experience?   

2.​ In your professional journey, do you feel distanced from your own teaching 

experience? Has your time as a leader affected how you think about your 

previous identity as a teacher?  

3.​ When you think about the motivation model of a tree, explained in the first part 

of this chapter, consider how it applies to your own work. When evaluating 

your internal professional structural support system—the roots as your 

purpose, the trunk as your priorities, and the branches as your patterns—what 

is the strongest and most visible component for you?  

4.​ Think about teachers who are driven by a solid purpose. What specific 

characteristics and behaviors do they provide for their students? How do they 

contribute to your school’s sense of community?  

5.​ Think about a teacher whose priorities are aligned in ways that are productive 

and positive for your school. How does it impact students and other staff? 



6.​ When a teacher has developed positive habits and patterns, they serve as a 

highly visible symbol of professionalism. What are some ways teachers in your 

building develop positive habits? Think about the structural and professional 

norms that help support the development of positive patterns.  

7.​ How might you use the matrix (shown at the end of Chapter 1) to identify and 

support each teacher’s prime motivator?  

 

 

Chapter 2 

 

1.​ A teacher’s purpose can be seen as their professional “why.” Do you know why 

each of your teachers decided on education as a profession? If not, how might 

you learn more about each one?  

2.​ Does your school culture allow for leadership opportunities for teachers who 

are driven by a positive purpose?  

3.​ When teachers advocate for students, does your school culture support their 

advocacy?  If not, what can you do to encourage teachers to “stick up” for 

students?  

4.​ In addition to the characteristics listed in this chapter, what are some other 

ways teachers with positive purpose show their “why” to students and the 

school community?   

5.​ Think of times your school has dealt with crisis. How did purpose-driven 

teachers handle the crisis? When compared to teachers without a solid 

purpose, what was the difference in their responses? 

6.​ Teaching is best when there is joy, but this is an increasingly difficult challenge, 

given the pressures teachers face in their work. When you think about 

purposeful teachers experiencing the joy of teaching, how does that help carry 

them through difficult times?  

7.​ When you reflect upon your leadership, how do you support teachers with 

positive purpose? How can you determine if they feel valued, appreciated, and 

empowered?  

 

Chapter 3 



 

1.​ Problems of purpose manifest themselves in problems of motivation. When 

you think about teachers who have a weak purpose, how do you know their 

purpose is weak? What is the effect on students?    

2.​ Motivating teachers with a weak purpose is a challenge for principals, 

especially when the purpose is hidden or hard to identify. How have you found 

success in motivating your staff?  

3.​ Many principals feel alone in trying to work with teachers who have a weak 

purpose, but this shouldn’t be the case. Defiance, insubordination, 

disengagement, and refusal are all common responses to weak purpose, and 

they are experienced by almost all principals. What are some ways you have 

seen colleagues overcome these responses?  

4.​ What self- accountability measures do you have in place to ensure overly 

critical teachers do not damage your professional confidence? Where can you 

get professional validation or reinforcement?  

5.​ Do you find yourself avoiding addressing problems of purpose? What drives 

your procrastination—fear of doing it wrong, or lack of concrete action steps?  

Think about ways to overcome your hesitation, and what might help you be 

confident and successful? 

6.​ Beyond the ideas found in this chapter for supporting teachers with weak 

purpose, what have you found to be beneficial? 

 

Chapter 4 

 

1.​ Think about your expectations for teachers. Are they aligned with values of 

balance, family, and self-care? Are your expectations fair and attainable?  

2.​ In considering teachers you know who have strong priorities, what specific 

behaviors do they exhibit? Is their work valued by your school community? Are 

they in a place to serve as role models for others?  

3.​ When disruptions and problems arise among your staff, think about it as an 

opportunity to build trust, loyalty, and gratitude. How can you prepare for 

these times and be ready when they arrive? 



4.​ Life provides endless challenges, and like all people, teachers face complex 

and changing needs in their personal and professional lives. Do you consider 

yourself someone who understands these natural ebbs and flows? How might 

you find out if your self-assessment matches reality? 

5.​ Do you find that teachers who balance priorities also have balanced 

approaches to instruction and classroom management?  Why might that be 

the case, and is there any way to emulate their mindset for others? 

6.​ The last section of Chapter 4 suggests being proactive in supporting teachers. 

When you think about your staff, are there ways you can prepare or anticipate 

individual needs? Consider how you might communicate your support in a 

natural and authentic way. 

 

Chapter 5 

 

1.​ In the past, how have you been able to identify when a teacher’s priorities 

have changed? What was your response to the problem? Was it successful?  

2.​ When teachers begin to take noticeable shortcuts, it could either be a problem 

of priorities, discussed here, or a problem with patterns. How can you 

distinguish between the two?  

3.​ Some shortcuts are wise and helpful for teachers, especially if they increase 

efficiency and productivity. Other times, though, shortcuts have a negative 

effect on the student experience. How can the principal encourage teachers to 

maximize efficiency without allowing problematic changes that will affect 

student learning? 

4.​ In the story about Susana, we learned from her that “grace is a gift.” How have 

you, or a colleague, offered grace to a teacher whose priorities had changed? 

Was the outcome a positive one?  

5.​ The risk to weak priorities is the effect they might have on a teacher’s core 

purpose. This chapter lists several ways principals can help teachers get 

through challenges to their priorities. Was there a particular strategy that 

spoke to you, either from personal experience or from your instincts as a 

leader? 



6.​ Many problems with priorities are temporary, especially if a school culture is 

one in which other staff “rally” when one of them is facing a challenge. How 

can you promote this idea of staff taking care of one another? How does a 

caring school culture relieve some of the burden on the principal?  

 

Chapter 6 

 

1.​ This chapter opens with the idea that teachers who are responsible, reliable, 

and responsive are those who have developed positive patterns. Do you find 

this to be true? 

2.​ In reading the official contract of your teaching staff, do you find your 

expectations are aligned with the official requirements the teacher and district 

have agreed upon? If there are any expectations that are not aligned, what 

can you do to fix the disparity?  

3.​ If you find teachers regularly don’t follow protocol, it might help to think about 

how you have communicated professional expectations. Do you feel you have 

been clear and fair? What might you do to improve communication on your 

part?  

4.​ In this chapter, the idea of “innovation” may seem counterintuitive to teachers 

with solid habits and patterns. Do you agree that innovating can, in and of 

itself, be a pattern?  Have you worked with teachers who, as part of their 

regular “routine,” consistently improved and adjusted their instructional 

practices?  

5.​ Do you feel you acknowledge the positive patterns of your teaching staff? How 

might you improve the sense of appreciation your teachers experience? 

6.​ Think about the teachers on your staff and how professionally satisfied they 

are. How might you connect with them to see if they might be craving a 

change in their routines?  

 

Chapter 7 

 



1.​ One teacher with negative patterns can have an impact on an entire staff. 

When have you experienced this phenomenon? What behaviors from that 

person affected the effectiveness of other staff? 

2.​ Rarely do teachers start their career engaged in negative patterns; more 

often, they slowly fall into bad habits and routines. How might a principal keep 

an eye on this career slide, and how might they intervene before patterns 

affect a teacher’s purpose and priorities? 

3.​ In this book, we discussed stress creators and stress deflectors. There are also 

stress carriers. How can principals alleviate the anxiety teachers carry for one 

another?  

4.​ When a classroom looks as though it is an afterthought, with aged supplies, 

outdated posters, or dusty bulletin boards, it might be a symptom of negative 

habits. How might a principal broach the conversation to ask a teacher to 

update the look of their room? 

5.​ We have all experienced leaders who address a problem with one person by 

scolding an entire group of people. Are you someone who avoids this type of 

staff reprimand? If not, what stops you from going right to the source of the 

problem? 

6.​ When working with teachers’ patterns, do you agree that conversations are 

more valuable than emails? Are there times an email would actually serve 

your purpose better than a conversation? How can you tell when to use which 

tool?  

7.​ How can we distinguish between something that is a negative pattern, as 

opposed to something that is simply irritating?  

 

Chapter 8 

 

1.​ This chapter is about finding ways to incorporate caring for your staff with the 

other work you do. Before reading this chapter, did you feel it was impossible 

to streamline the two? Has your mind changed? How?  

2.​ It can be difficult to know what teachers might feel marginalized or 

minoritized, but it can help when you provide judgment-free and open lines of 

communication. Do you feel your staff can openly share concerns with you?  



3.​ How do you address issues of exclusion amongst staff?  

4.​ It’s easy to feel overwhelmed by the prospect of supporting staff through 

mental health challenges. When teachers feel vulnerable or fragile, how can 

your school be a source of solidarity and safety?  

5.​ How could you implement “stacking” into your professional planning?  

6.​ Do you believe there is a correlation with how teachers are treated and how 

students are treated? How does this impact the way you think about your role 

working with teachers?  

7.​ Are you taking care of yourself? If not, how might you prioritize your own care? 

 

Chapter 9 

 

1.​ This chapter asks you to consider how you will know if your teachers feel your 

support.  Do you think the ideas that are listed might work for you?  If not, what 

are some ways you can determine how they feel? 

2.​ What are some ways you can use existing data to measure your success as a 

teacher’s principal? 

3.​ In this chapter, we discuss how principals can “read the room.” This is a skill 

principals put to use hundreds of times each day. Think of the information you 

have gleaned about your teachers by reading the room, and consider how 

accurate and helpful your responses tend to be.  

4.​ Consider which staff members might be your harshest critics. Have you 

engaged in thoughtful conversation with them? Are they productive 

conversations, with actionable results? If not, how could you use the input of 

these critics to improve your support practices? 

5.​ Do you have an accountability partner? Where might you find one? 

6.​ Do you allow yourself to accept positive feedback? When you receive 

compliments and praise, do you accept it? Think of ways your staff might 

communicate their appreciation, and consider how you can use that 

feedback to bolster your confidence and efficacy.   
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