
Study Guide 
You're the Principal! Now What? Strategies 

and Solutions for New School Leaders 
By Jen Schwanke, Ed.D.  

This ASCD Study Guide is designed to enhance your 
understanding and application of the information 
contained in You're the Principal! Now What?, an 
ASCD book written by Jen Schwanke and published 
in August 2016. 

You can use the study guide after you have read 
the book or as you finish each chapter. The study 
questions provided are not meant to cover all aspects of the book but rather 
to address specific ideas that might warrant further reflection. Many of the 
questions you can think about on your own, but you might consider pairing 
with a colleague or forming a study group with others who have read (or are 
reading) You're the Principal! Now What? 

Chapter 1. Meeting Your Staff, Students, and Parents 

1.​ As you begin a new school year, consider what you know about your 
staff. What have you gleaned from your superintendent, from things 
you've heard in the community, and from your own observations? How 
can you use this information to guide you as you plan your initial 
meetings with staff members? 

2.​ What are some things you feel are important to share with your staff 
about yourself, about your leadership philosophy, and about your 
experiences? 

3.​ Make a list of standard questions to ask when meeting individually with 
staff members. What do you think is most important to know about your 
staff? 



4.​ How will you go about getting to know the students in your building? List 
a few ways that would feel easy and natural to you, given your 
personality. 

5.​ What are some of your personal limitations you will need to be aware of 
when meeting your staff, students, and parents? What strategies can 
you put in place to compensate for those limitations? 

Chapter 2. Building and Maintaining a Positive School Culture 

1.​ Think about your experience as a teacher. What was your school culture 
like? What was your principal's role in building and maintaining that 
culture? Did you feel it was effective? Why or why not? 

2.​ How will you get the pulse of your new school's culture? List some 
specific strategies that you feel will work for you and draft a plan to 
carry them out. 

3.​ How do you feel when you hear negative information about your school 
or its culture? If your tendency is to get defensive, what strategies can 
you put in place to help you be more impartial? How might you 
determine which negative reports are true and which are inaccurate? 

4.​ What are some ways that you can see every teacher every day? Draft a 
plan that will work the majority of the time, and write down a few ways 
that you can hold yourself accountable to that plan. 

5.​ What are some ways that you can you get staff together to connect on 
a personal level? What are some new experiences your school might 
offer for parents and students to enjoy together? 

Chapter 3. Establishing Good Habits for Balancing Priorities 

1.​ Decide on short set of main priorities for the first few months as a 
principal. What are some things you can consciously "neglect" in your 
first few months? What are things you know will require your full 
attention? 



2.​ What are some specific strategies you can turn to when you are feeling 
overwhelmed? Think of a person you can call or a place to which you 
can retreat when you need a break. 

3.​ How do you manage your personal and professional calendars? Are 
there ways you can fine-tune your process to make it more efficient 
and effective? 

4.​ Does your district have a formal mentoring process for new principals? 
If not, consider ways you can reach out to colleagues you know and 
respect as leaders. Determine how and when you will connect with 
them for specific mentoring. 

5.​ What are some simple things you can do—daily or weekly—to 
reconnect with the aspects of the principalship that bring you the most 
joy and satisfaction? 

Chapter 4. Providing Effective Instructional Leadership 

1.​ Take some time to reflect on your core beliefs about instruction. What 
constitutes effective instruction? How can you gather evidence of 
effective instruction as a new principal? 

2.​ How much do you really know about the curricular standards that are 
the basis for your school's instruction? In which areas do you feel you 
need more information? What resources might help you broaden or 
deepen your expertise? 

3.​ What structures are in place in your building to support instruction (e.g., 
PLCs or grade-level teams)? Do you feel they are effective? If not, how 
could you shift these practices to better fit your building's needs? 

4.​ Create a standard set of questions you can use as a baseline for 
gaining insight into teachers' instructional practices—what's working, 
what's not, and where additional support is needed. 

5.​ How will you gauge your effectiveness as an instructional leader? What 
will you look to as measures of success? How will you identify where you 
need to make changes and improvements? 



Chapter 5. Conducting Staff Evaluations and Delivering Feedback 

1.​ Reflect upon your own experiences having your work evaluated. What 
was the process? How did your supervisor provide feedback? Did this 
feedback help you grow? Imagine yourself back in a past 
post-observation session with a supervisor, and revise the feedback 
you received to make it more helpful. 

2.​ How confident do you feel conducting teacher evaluations and 
providing feedback? What are a few steps you can take to you build 
your skills and confidence? 

3.​ What are your goals for post-observation meetings with teachers? 
Make a list of your desired outcomes and construct a plan—things to do 
and say—that will help you achieve these outcomes. 

4.​ Think about ways to manage your evaluations in an effective and 
efficient manner. What steps can you take to stay organized and make 
sure you comply with your state or district expectations? 

5.​ Think about a tough conversation you have had with a staff member. 
How did it go? What would you do differently if the situation were 
presented to you again? 

Chapter 6. Providing Focused and Budget-Friendly Professional 
Development 

1.​ Create a plan for learning what structures are in place for professional 
development. How will you evaluate the effectiveness of these current 
structures and plan for change? 

2.​ Think about ways you can gather input from your staff about their 
professional development needs. 

3.​ Who are some of the experts in your building who can be leaders in 
planning, providing, and supporting professional development? How 
can you empower and motivate these people to follow your vision? 



4.​ If there are professional development needs that cannot be met by 
experts within your building or district, what other options are feasible? 
Make a plan for how you might build capacity within your staff while 
honoring your budgetary constraints. 

5.​ Decide how you will follow through with your professional development 
plan. What measures of effectiveness will you use? How will you 
determine the best steps or the next set of development goals? 

Chapter 7. Approaching Student and Schoolwide Data 

1.​ How comfortable do you feel reading and understanding data? How 
comfortable do you feel communicating what data might tell you 
about a student? About a teacher? About a staff as a whole? 

2.​ Can you clearly communicate the difference between achievement 
data and ability data? Try to condense an explanation into a few short 
sentences that you can use during discussions with parents. 

3.​ If necessary, map out a plan for learning more about the key concepts 
involved in using and understanding student and schoolwide data. 
What resources and expertise are available to you? 

4.​ How might you utilize the data expertise within your school and district? 
Are there goals these individuals might help you set? Practices they 
might advise you to investigate? Reach out to your data experts and set 
up a brief consultation. 

5.​ Discussions about data are best done with a team of people. Who can 
serve on a team in your building? What perspective will each person 
offer that will help broaden and supplement your school's use of data? 

Chapter 8. Supporting the Social-Emotional Needs of All Learners 

1.​ Each community and school has a unique population of students. What 
are some specific challenges students in your school might face? What 
are some strategies you might consider to support these needs? 



2.​ Meet with your guidance staff to discuss what programs and strategies 
they use to support students. Do these programs appear to be 
effective? How might you best support your guidance staff in this work? 

3.​ Generate a list of simple ways you might connect with students to gain 
a better understanding of their particular challenges. 

4.​ Are parents actively involved in your school community? If not, how 
might you go about gathering their input and learning about their 
concerns? If so, is their voice one that helps or hinders your work in 
supporting students? How might you shift the balance to ensure more 
optimal support? 

5.​ Think about your experience with special education, gifted instruction, 
English language learners, economically disadvantaged students, and 
students facing trauma. How have those experiences molded you as a 
leader? How will you enrich your knowledge in areas where you have 
little experience and go about using that insight to provide better 
support? 

Chapter 9. Working Through Behavior and Discipline Issues 

1.​ What is the culture of behavior management in your new school? Does 
it appear to be effective? What would you like to do differently, and how 
will you communicate any changes with your staff? 

2.​ Do you have a strong understanding of your district's behavior policies 
and documentation procedures? If not, what resources are available to 
help you learn more? 

3.​ When a discipline issue is referred to you, what are some basic things 
you will need to know before you begin investigating? How can you 
empower your staff to provide this information quickly and thoroughly? 

4.​ When faced with a tricky discipline scenario, are there colleagues you 
can call to gather another perspective? If not, list some some steps you 
can take to make sure you consider other points of view and are 
thorough, fair, and reasonable when administering consequences. 



5.​ What are some ways you might build more relationships with parents 
whose children struggle with behavior at school? 

Chapter 10. Managing Adult Conflicts: Parents 

1.​ How confident are you in your ability to navigate difficult conversations 
with parents? What are your strengths in this area? What are your 
weaknesses? 

2.​ When confronted by angry or aggressive parents, how do you tend to 
react verbally, physically, and emotionally? Make a list of a few 
strategies you could call upon in these situations to help keep your cool 
and steer conversations in a productive direction. 

3.​ Think of people who might help you become more skilled at difficult 
conversations with parents. Consider how their perspective could 
support or counter your own. Make a list of questions you might ask and 
seek this input. 

4.​ Think about a time you worked with a parent and couldn't seem to 
come to a resolution. Imagine yourself back in that conversation. What 
would you do differently in retrospect? 

5.​ Enlist a colleague in some role play to practice some of the strategies 
recommended in this chapter. Afterward, reflect on the experience and 
seek feedback from your colleague: How was your body language? How 
was your voice? Did you come across as confident, reasonable, and an 
ally? What areas do you need to work on? 

Chapter 11. Managing Adult Conflicts: Parents and Staff 

1.​ Think back to a time when you were a classroom teacher and a parent 
or colleague went to your supervisor with a complaint that you felt to be 
unjustified. How did this feel? Did your supervisor have your back? Seek 
your perspective? If you were in your supervisor's shoes, how would you 
have handled this particular situation? 



2.​ Think about yourself as a leader. Are you able to stay rational when the 
others around you are passionate and emotional? If not, how can you 
work to be the cool voice in a heated conversation? What are some 
tricks that might help? 

3.​ When attempting to mediate a conflict, what is the difference between 
acknowledging a perspective and agreeing with that perspective? 
Team up with colleagues for some role play and practice being a good 
listener without endorsing a particular point of view. 

4.​ Think of a time when you made a mistake or started a conflict and 
didn't immediately take responsibility. How would you do things 
differently next time? 

5.​ When conflict arises due to high emotion, parental pressure, or teacher 
stress, what steps can a leader take to minimize the drama and focus 
on real problems and solutions? Can you think of a time you saw 
someone do this with apparent ease? What about this leader's 
mediation made it so successful? 

Chapter 12. Leading Effective Meetings 

1.​ Think about meetings you have attended that did not go well and 
meetings that did go well. What does an effective meeting look and feel 
like? What makes the difference between an effective meeting and an 
ineffective one? 

2.​ Make a list of various kinds of meetings you lead, and create an agenda 
template for each. Experiment with using these various templates to 
guide your meeting planning, and see if it helps you achieve more 
consistent and effective outcomes. 

3.​ Think about norms you may want to establish for meetings (e.g., start 
on time, introduce others, lead with a positive). How could you hold 
yourself accountable for sticking to these norms? How might you best 
communicate them to others? 



4.​ In advance of your next meeting, identify the outcome you intend the 
meeting to achieve, then brainstorm ways you might consciously and 
deliberately establish the right tone. Also brainstorm a few ways you 
could intervene and reestablish that tone if the meeting begins to go off 
course. After the meeting, reflect on the efficacy of these efforts. 

5.​ Consider the role you typically play in a meeting. Are you generally 
quiet? Do you offer a lot of input? Is the input valuable? In advance of a 
meeting, enlist a colleague to observe your behaviors and offer 
feedback afterward. What lessons can you take away about how you 
might adjust your behavior to make the meeting more effective? 

Chapter 13. Keeping Up with District, State, and Federal Mandates 

1.​ Think of a mandate you were asked implement that you did not 
personally believe in or had reservations about. How did that affect your 
plans for implementation? How did it affect your conversations with 
staff, students, and parents? 

2.​ State and federal mandates are notoriously unpredictable and fluid. 
Some might change over time or disappear entirely. How will you stay 
compliant with mandates but also stay true to your core beliefs as an 
educational leader? 

3.​ What are some resources that can help you better understand various 
state and federal mandates? Identify professional organizations, 
conferences, trainings, and professional reading that could help you 
stay up to date. 

Chapter 14. Managing Your Facility 

1.​ Depending on the age, size, custodial staff, and maintenance history of 
your building, you may have very little involvement in overseeing your 
facility—or it may consume your schedule. Reflect on your role in 
managing your facility and identify the people who will be your support 
in this work. 



2.​ Take a tour of your building with a knowledgeable member of your 
maintenance staff and create a list of things that need attention. Then 
go back and prioritize this list, considering immediate needs, long-term 
goals, financial implications, and the feasibility of improvements. 

3.​ With an eye toward efficiency and effectiveness, are there ways you 
could better utilize space within your building? How might space be 
reallocated to have a positive impact on your school community? 

4.​ Study previous safety plans in place at your school. Does everything 
make sense? Might there be a better way to plan for an emergency? 
Consider how to communicate any changes with your staff. 

5.​ Look back to other schools where you have worked or taught. How was 
your classroom or office configured? Was it the best situation for the 
students in your care? How will you apply that experience as a principal, 
charged with overseeing the instructional space of many people? 

Chapter 15. Managing Your Budget 

1.​ What experiences do you have managing a budget, either personally or 
professionally? How do those experiences affect your approach to 
managing a school budget? 

2.​ Make a list of your purchases for your staff. Which are the most 
important and have the greatest impact in terms of helping them be 
successful in their work? Which are less important or (perhaps) not that 
important at all? 

3.​ Take some time to figure out how your building budget has been 
managed in the past. Did it seem to be a successful process? How 
might you change it to be more effective and the most responsible use 
of funds? 

4.​ Make a list of specific questions you could ask of your district's treasurer 
or chief financial officer. Focus on comprehensive questions that will 
increase your knowledge of the budgeting process and your confidence 
in managing your school budget. 



5.​ What expensive purchases are on your school's horizon—probable 
within the next few years? How can you reserve some of the money in 
your budget to plan for the purchase? 

Chapter 16. Planning for Growth and Change 

1.​ As you acclimate to your new school, what are some specific questions 
you may want to ask yourself to help you plan for growth and change? 

2.​ In developing goals for your building's future, keep an eye on your 
priorities. What needs to be addressed immediately? What can wait 
until you have been the school's leader for several years? 

3.​ What external influences should you consider when planning for growth 
and change? For example, do your superintendent or district leaders 
have an idea for how they'd like your building to evolve over time? 

4.​ Consider other voices that might be brought into conversations about 
your school's future—teachers, community members, and even 
students who can provide input to help you plan. How might you reach 
out to these people? How do you envision this kind of collaboration 
working? 

5.​ Think about your own leadership style or personality. How might it help 
or hinder your school's growth and change? What steps can you take to 
counteract any negatives? 

Chapter 17. Hiring Quality Teachers and Supporting New Ones 

1.​ Think back to when you were first hired—your first job as an educator. 
Was the hiring process a good one, or did it have significant flaws? How 
did your experience shape your own hiring practices? 

2.​ When faced with hiring new employees, is there a specific process you 
are required to follow based upon your district's requirements, or are 
you free to create your own process? If it is the latter, make a list of what 
you feel to be essential components of a good hiring process. 



3.​ What do consider to be the difference between talent and skill in a 
teacher? Do you value one over the other? How do you think this affects 
who—and how—you hire? 

4.​ Does your district have a formal mentoring program for new teachers? 
If it does not, how can you serve as a mentor to them? Are there veteran 
teachers who could step in to support and guide new staff? 

5.​ Reflect upon your first year as a teacher. What strategies and advice 
were helpful? What obstacles did you face? How can you leverage this 
experience to help new teachers have a positive and successful first 
year? 

Chapter 18. Maintaining Balance 

1.​ How are you currently doing when it comes to maintaining a work–life 
balance? 

2.​ Some people ask a colleague or friend to be an "accountability partner" 
who will step in and gently redirect them if they are getting off track 
with work–life balance. Who might be an accountability partner for 
you? Could you serve as an accountability partner for someone else? 

3.​ What are some ways you might better attend to your health and 
wellbeing? Think about times in your day where you could make your 
health and fitness a priority. 

4.​ Take time to thoroughly read your administrative contract and make a 
plan for how you will work in time away from your job. Is an extended 
vacation in the summer an option for you? Can you use holiday breaks 
as a way to rest and rejuvenate? Knowing what is best for you and your 
loved ones, make a specific plan for how you will take care of yourself in 
your "real" life. 

5.​ What is it that makes you feel most fulfilled? Think about where you 
might you find that answer each and every day—at work, at home, and 
in the areas in between. 



You're the Principal! Now What? Strategies and Solutions for New School 
Leaders was written by Jen Schwanke. This 342-page, 6" x 9" book (Stock 
#117003; ISBN-13: 978-1-4166-2221-5) is available from ASCD for $25.95 (ASCD 
member) or $34.95 (nonmember). Copyright © 2016 by ASCD. To order a 
copy, call ASCD at 1-800-933-2723 (in Virginia 1-703-578-9600) and press 2 
for the Service Center. Or buy the book from ASCD's Online Store. 
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