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What Was The Principal Thinking When She 
Said That? 
Carol Ann Tomlinson, Ed.D, William Clay Parrish Professor Emerita, University 
of Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia 

 
 

In my early years on the faculty of the University of Virginia, and after 21 years 
in public school classrooms, I taught Catherine who was working on a Master’s 
Degree in Education. Her dream was to be part of the Muppet company. The 
degree was in case that didn’t work out. Catherine was great fun to teach. She 
asked unexpected questions that inevitably made me think - often long after class 
ended. Her work was consistently creative and multi-layered, integrating multiple 
aspects of teaching with the world beyond teaching, organized around “big ideas” that spanned times and places 
and disciplines, and slightly unorthodox. Some of those traits simply reflected who she was as a human being. 
Some resulted from the fact that she did not major in education in her undergraduate years, meaning that she 
had never learned to “think like a teacher.” 
  
The Muppets gig did not work out, so, degree in hand, she was leaving Virginia, bound for a teaching job in a 
large school district a little further South. In our final conversation before she traveled to her new job and new 
apartment, she asked if it would be okay for her to send me journal notes throughout the first year of her 
teaching pilgrimage, “for feedback - but just if you have time.” 
  
That conversation took place about 30 years ago. She did send journal notes. I did respond to them. I still have 
a copy of her journal and value it as much today as I did during the year we corresponded about the ideas in 
it. Catherine’s journal caused me to re-think many facets of teaching. Each re-thinking made me a better teacher 
and a better teacher of teachers. 
  
Her journal questions often began with a phrase like, “What do you think (fill in the name/position) was thinking 
when she asked us to do (fill in the suggestion/mandate); or “Why do teachers do (fill in the blank)”? In her 
first journal entry, she wrote about the faculty meeting that takes place a couple of days before students return 
to begin the year. Like many of you, I had attended scores of those meetings during my two decades in K-12 
teaching. Long before Catherine mailed that entry to me, I had learned the script. She reported on each aspect 
of the meeting - sometimes with grim accuracy, sometimes with humor, and sometimes with fresh-eyed puzzlement. 
The meeting took place on Thursday afternoon of the pre-school week when teachers typically attend a torrent 
of meetings. Friday was the first and only day teachers would have uninterrupted time in their classrooms before 
students entered those classrooms on Monday morning.  
 

“The principal told us she knew we had more to 
accomplish on that day than there was time to accomplish 
it,” Catherine wrote. The principal continued, “Most of you 
will feel torn between getting your lesson plans in order 
and getting the bulletin boards and other finishing touches 
done in your rooms.” She paused long enough to indicate 
the something important was coming and then concluded 
the meeting with one final piece of advice. “In case you 
have any doubt about which of those choices I’d be 
happiest to see you make, let me clarify that now. Do the 
bulletin boards!”  

  
The question Catherine posed at that point in her narration became familiar to me as the school year and 
journal shipments continued. “What was she thinking when she said that?” Catherine thought she might have 
misunderstood what the principal said - or perhaps that the principal was being sarcastic or comedic. I knew 
the principal was unreservedly serious. I was so accustomed to thinking like a teacher that the only thing 
surprising about Catherine’s question was that she found the principal’s directive surprising.  
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Responding to Catherine’s journal entries was almost as much fun as our conversations had been. She was 
clearly thinking creatively and that stimulated my creativity, using analogies, examples from her life and mine, 
humor, philosophy, images classroom applications, and questions in her responses to the what-was-she-thinking-
when-she-said-that kind of queries. My response to the “bulletin board” question, like ones that would follow, 
often began by explaining how we came to think in a certain way as educators, and followed by saying something 
like, “but you don’t seem to think that approach would be our best one. Asking yourself why you think “Plan A” 
is flawed and why you think Plan B, C, or D is more promising is what will be most instructive to you. (What 
would you hope to accomplish in your work with students that makes “Plan A” seem ill-advised? Why do you 

feel an alternative approach would benefit your students? Would it benefit 
all of them alike - or just some? How would you find the answer to 
that? How does this moment you’re pondering fit into your larger goals 
as a teacher - your philosophy of teaching?) 
  
For both of us, our on-paper dialogue (because online-everything was a 
bit sparse in the early 1990s) was stimulating and the year passed 
quickly. Catherine remained a questioning teacher, thoughtful, and 
challenging. Her creativity didn’t accommodate acquiescing to the “this-
is-how-we-do-things-here” script. In time, she became a highly respected, 
award-winning teacher, a widely admired school administrator, a 
university researcher and professor for undergraduate and graduate 
students, and an associate dean. All of that happened not because she 
learned the scripts she was given as an educator but because she did 
not! She continues still to ask the question, “Why are we doing what we 
do the way we do it? What other options might better serve the students 
in our care and us as their teachers?”  

 
 
The Question Still Needs Asking 
  

Catherine’s question has been my companion for 30-plus years and perhaps never in the foreground of my 
thinking more clearly than it is now. In the past few months, I have been working on a revision for a book 
whose previous edition is ten years old. That has reminded me daily how much has changed in the past decade. 
Our world has changed markedly. Our students are different in a myriad of ways than they were ten years back. 
Research in education is not perfect - that imperfection mirrors the complexity of the job we do and the people 
we teach - but we have a solid research base that should guide our decision-making as certainly as current 
research in medicine guides the work of doctors. And yet, we persist in teaching not only like we did ten years 
ago, or 30. Much of what we do in our classrooms in 2025 mirrors classrooms in the early 20th century and 
before. 
 
Consider the students we serve. Schools vary markedly, of course, so generalizations are just that - broad 
strokes that represent a whole better than it can represent the complex parts of that whole. In general, however, 
our students are more diverse than in the past - in cultures and languages, certainly, but also in economic 
status, adult support systems, past school experiences, exceptionalities, talents, interests, and aspirations, to 
name just a few descriptors.  
  
The students currently in our classrooms also share some earth-rattling experiences that make them similar in 
important ways. These experiences have dramatically changed many of them and will continue to change them 
for years to come. Following are a few of the shared, life-altering experiences. 
 
COVID-19 Changed Most Young People 
Our current students and those who will come to us in the near future, have lived through a worldwide pandemic 
which, for many of them, was traumatizing, for most of them disorienting and disruptive. COVID-19 added thick 
layers of anxiety to the lives of many young people who were already more stressed and anxious than their 
peers in earlier decades.  
  
As the pandemic persisted for many months, young people experienced stress related to absence of normal 
routines and parental stresses including job loss. Some students experienced deaths - even multiple COVID-
related deaths of family members, friends, and community members. Students of all ages often experienced 
sleep disturbances, isolation, and depression. They frequently spent more time engaged with screens and less 
time in physical activity and playing or “hanging out” with peers.  
 
Most, if not all students were impacted academically to some 
degree, with the youngest students generally more negatively 
impacted than older students, students from low-income 
families more negatively impacted than those from middle- or 
upper-income families, and math achievement generally more 
negatively impacted than reading achievement (although 
deficits in both areas are problematic in terms of students 
continuing academic development and will likely remain so for 
years into the future). LGBTQ students reported greater levels 
of emotional abuse by a parent or caregiver and having 
attempted suicide at a higher rate than their counterparts 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022, March). 
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Some students experienced positives stemming from the extended time away from school such as extra time 
with parents and time to pursue some personal interests. Many, however, returned to school with impactful social 
and emotional challenges as well as learning challenges. Teachers of young children found that some could 
barely speak, were not toilet-trained, had not developed fine motor skills necessary to hold or manipulate a 
pencil, were not able to sit at a table, and could not verbally communicate with peers. Many students of all 
ages evidenced poor social skills, inability to regulate emotions, short attention spans, and/or anxiety when 
asked to work or communicate with peers. In some schools, a noteworthy number of students simply have not 
come back to school (Center for Disease Control, 2022; Chang, 2025; Miller & Mervosh, 2024). 
 
Even though the return to school following the pandemic was, in many ways, an invitation to change the ways 
we teach to be better suited to the nature and needs of those students, we have largely persisted in how we 
do school, even as those practices seem less well-suited to post-pandemic learners than they were even to pre-
pandemic students. 
 
Climate Change is a Threat to Today’s Students 
The current generation of students includes the first “climate anxiety” babies - children born into a world more 
deeply aware of the dangers that threaten the planet we live on than any generation before them. They 
understand acutely that they will almost inevitably pay a heavy price for damages done by earlier generations.  
 
While climate change has far-reaching implications for the health and 
futures of current children and young people, they have little power to 
limit its harm. Fifty percent of young people in a survey of over 10,000 
reported feeling sad, anxious, powerless, helpless, and guilty related to 
climate change. Many say their daily lives are negatively impacted 
because of those feelings, including irritability, poor concentration, and 
insomnia. Seventy-five percent of those surveyed in one large study say 
the future is frightening to them (Hickman, 2021). Many of these young 
people are losing, or have lost, faith in their governments. As one 
author observed, “When the future of all living things is in danger, it is 
difficult not to feel depressed.” (The Lancet, 2022).  
 
Social Media Have Powerful Impacts on Young People 
Most of today’s students have never experienced life without social media. While most social media apps require 
users to be at least 13 years old, nearly 40% of children 8-12 years old and 95% of young people 13-17 years 
old report using social media apps. Teens report spending an average of nearly 5 hours a day on social media 
(Cleveland Clinic, 2024; DeAngelis, 2024).  
 
These media can offer numerous benefits to young users including outlets for additional learning, creativity, connection 
with old friends and opportunity to make new friends, as well as to be part online communities of people who share their 
interests, talents, life experiences, challenges, and concerns. Social media can facilitate identity development, offer 
opportunities for civic and community engagement, and provide social support for young people. (Annie E. Casey, Foundation, 
2024; Mayo Clinic Staff, 2024; Weir, 2023).  
 
Use of social media comes with significant risks as well as an array of benefits. Rates of anxiety, depression, 
and suicide in young people that were rising before COVID intensify when social media use becomes a negative 
in a young person’s life. For example, overuse of technology can lead to issues such as: low academic 
performance, difficulty paying attention and concentrating, low creativity, delays in language development, delays 
in social and emotional development, physical inactivity and obesity, social incompatibility with others, and 
aggressive behaviors (Johnson, 2024). Cyberhate, cyberbullying, racial bias, racism, illegal and explicit content, 
misinformation, hate speech, and content that supports unhealthy behaviors such as substance abuse and self-
harm are realities in the virtual world that extend beyond the maturity levels of children and teens. 
 
Artificial Intelligence will Change Everything in Students’ Lives 

The discovery of fire, invention of the wheel and later the 
printing press, harnessing of electricity, and invention of 
computers and creation of the internet are examples of 
waves of technology that transformed civilizations, altering 
power structures in their wake. Experts tell us we are about 
to see the greatest redistribution of power in history 
through widespread use of AI (Thomas, 2025). Artificial 
intelligence can be available to anyone, not just a wealthy 
or privileged few. And this reshuffling of power, the 
greatest one in history, is unfolding in the space of just 
a few years (Suleyman, 2023).  

 
In the biological sciences, inventions and breakthroughs that would now take 50-100 years will be possible in a 
5-10-year span using AI. In schools, AI will change the way humans of all ages learn. Its use of machine learning, 
natural language processing, and facial recognition can help digitize textbooks, detect plagiarism, and gauge the 
emotions of students to help determine who’s struggling or bored, and provide print materials in hundreds of 
languages in an instant, helping teachers meet students where they are in learning and understand how to help 
each of them move forward efficiently and effectively (Thomas, 2025). 
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There are, of course, disruptive and potentially calamitous negative consequences associated with AI. It is likely 
that 44% of current workers’ skills will be taken over by technology or become obsolete all together. Human 
biases, already detected in AI, reflect the biases of the people who train the algorithmic models. If this trend 
continues, AI tools will reinforce existing biases and perpetuate social inequalities. The spread of deepfakes and 
misinformation blurs the line between truth and deceit, making misinformation a threat to individuals and entire 
countries alike. We see that already in use to promote political propaganda, commit financial fraud,  and place 
individuals in compromising positions. Further, security breaches to data privacy threaten safety, legal rights, and 
intellectual property rights (Thomas, 2025). 
 
Perhaps the most disturbing aspect of AI at this point in its development is that it is readily availability to 
virtually anyone who wants it and is, at this point, unmanaged. “Whether it’s commercial, religious, cultural, 
military, democratic, authoritarian, every motivation you can think of, can be dramatically enhanced by cheaper 
power at your fingertips. And it’s coming faster than we can adequately prepare for it” (Suleyman, 2023). 
 
Societal Polarization and Fracturing Lead to Unhealthy Levels of Uncertainty 
The United States is operating currently in a fractured and polarized state which makes it almost impossible for 
various stakeholder groups to agree on even the most foundational elements like who we are as a people, the 
root system of our government, and how we move forward in ways that are mutually productive rather than 
mutually destructive.  Polarization is not another word for a disagreement about how to solve public policy 
problems. Such disagreements are natural and healthy in a democracy. Our current polarization results in our 
not wanting to have neighbors who don’t share our views, not entertaining ideas that don’t align with our own, 
seeing life as a zero-sum game in which negotiation and compromise are perceived as betrayal. We demonize 
one another and loathe those whose views differ from our own. (Jilani & Smith, 2019). 
 
We feel pressure to conform to our groups, find it almost impossible to engage in healthy dialogue, and are 
more antagonistic and violent toward one another, less likely to help one another out, and more likely to see 
deception and lying as acceptable tools to use against those we see as our enemies. Our government is in 
gridlock, which damages its institutions, including schools, and causes people to lose trust in those institutions 
they once trusted to serve their best interests. As a result, our physical health is probably suffering as our level 
of stress continues to escalate (Jilani and Smith, 2019; McDonald, J. 2022).  
 
It is not surprising that young people are acutely aware of and suffering from these divides that seem virtually 
impossible to bridge. They, too, feel pressure to conform to the beliefs, attitudes, and practices of their “tribe.” 
In many schools, there is more animosity among students, greater unwillingness to listen to “the other,” and 
more acting out through the use of angry rhetoric, bullying, and other manifestations of their own anxiety and 
disequilibrium.  
 
Teachers often feel they teach in the bullseye of the larger societal conflict. Often, they do. The young people 
we teach are products of these major life forces and upheavals. They come to school carrying the weights of 
the impacts. They need their schools and teachers to understand that the ground beneath their feet is moving, 
that they feel ungrounded in many ways, and that long see a future that feels inviting to them. They are our 
students. We are their teachers. 
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Consider our Response to the Young People in our Care 
 

I have great faith in teachers. They have taught me that trust as I have worked among them for over 50 years. 
I believe that if we sat together in a conversation about how we could best respond to the kids who bring the 
residue of COVID, climate change anxiety, stresses and threats of social media, the looming changes of artificial 
intelligence, and the uncertainty and rancor spawned by social and political fractures, along with the immense 
challenges of growing up even in the best of circumstances, we might make suggestions much like these: 
 
 
They need, first and foremost, classrooms and teachers who are genuinely excited about teaching and 
learning from them - places where: 

 
• they feel safe, seen, known, appreciated, and valued, 

 
• their teachers work daily to know and understand them more adequately, more deeply, as individuals, 

 
• they feel a sense of community and a responsibility for contributing in positive ways to the welfare 

of that community and each member of it,  
 

• each of them is viewed as capable of doing great things, where expectations for their work are very 
high, and where there are reliable support systems that help them meet and exceed those 
expectations, 

 
• they work in partnership with their teacher and with one another to create a classroom that 

contributes to the success of every member of that classroom,  
 

• they encounter and contribute to joy every day. 
 
 
These students also need to engage with curriculum that inspires them and motivates them to invest 
the hard work of learning; curriculum that: 

 
• helps them make sense of what they are learning and of the world around them, 

 
• feeds their curiosity, 

 
• connects with their experiences, cultures, talents, interests, and 

aspirations, 
 

• supports them in seeing the interconnectedness of everyone and 
everything in life, 

 
• prepares them to do authentic work in each discipline, 

 
• empowers them to be problem-solvers, and creators, 

 
• demonstrates to them regularly that they can have an impact on the world outside the classroom 

door, 
 

• invites them to shape what they will learn and how they will learn it, 
 

• helps them realize, over and over again, that learning is a human gift which makes life richer and 
that enables them to walk with confidence in their world. 

 
 
These young people, at all ages, need to experience assessment more as mentoring than judging. They 
need assessment that helps them:  

 
• seek clarity about learning goals and how those goals align with success criteria, 

 
• develop the attitudes and habits of mind that lead to success in learning and in life,  

 
• see how mistakes can be their partners in learning, 

 
• express learning in a variety of modalities, 

 
• compete against themselves as learners and take their own next steps in learning every day, 

 
• ask questions that move their learning forward, 

 
• develop agency and independence as learners and thinkers.  

 
• value growth more than a stationary, unitary, and often arbitrary indicator of performance. 
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These young people need to learn in ways that feed them academically, intellectually, affectively, and 
socially. They need instruction that: 

 
• establishes high expectations for quality work, 

 
• mentors learners to achieve high quality work, 

 
• is responsive to student strengths, readiness needs, interests, cultures, and learning preferences, 

 
• provides consistent, regular time and support for students to take their own next steps as learners, 

 
• is active,  

 
• is collaborative, 

 
• is connective, 

 
• helps them make meaning of what they learn, 

 
• invites them to make suggestions and choices 

about how they learn,  
 

• helps them organize what they learn for 
remembering, applying, transferring, and creating, 

 
• calls on them to work, think, and assess the quality of their work like experts in a field. 

 
These descriptors of teaching that enlivens, nurtures, challenges, and supports young people are representative 
of the research base that defines our profession. They also point toward the kind of education most likely to 
prepare students for meaningful engagement in their present and future worlds (Tomlinson, 2021). I believe this 
is the vision of teaching that drew many teachers to enter teaching as their life’s work. K-12 classrooms that 
represent this vision are not wholly absent, but they are, in my experience, uncommon. 
 
 
Consider our Current Responses to the Students in our Care 
 

Schools and teachers within those schools are as varied as the students we teach, so there is no single profile 
that captures how every classroom operates - how every classroom responds to the young people who come 
there every day. Nonetheless, I would argue that there is a profile that is broadly applicable across schools and 
classrooms. Classrooms that match the profile are characterized by many or most of these descriptors: 
 

• The mission of the class is to raise standardized test scores. 
 

• The curriculum is largely focused on coverage of standards. 
 

• Subjects that will not be tested are valued and taught less (if at all) compared to subjects around 
which the standardized tests are designed thus limiting the scope of learning for many or most 
students.  

 
• Instruction centers on practicing basic (foundational) skills that are enumerated in documents that 

delineate and support the standards, and that govern the development of standardized tests that 
will judge student and teacher performance. 

 
• There are far more standards that teachers are expected to cover than there is time to address at 

more than a surface level. 
 

• To ensure that teachers in a specified grade level or content area provide students with the same 
instruction, teachers are often mandated to follow pacing guides that define what every teacher 
should be teaching at a given time. 

 
• Teachers struggle to reconcile mandates to adhere to the pacing guide, to accept the reality that 

their students’ worth and their own will be based in large measure on a standardized test - and 
simultaneously, to address student variance by differentiating instruction. 

 
• Of necessity, instruction becomes teacher-centered, low level in terms of student reasoning, time- 

and test-driven, and frequently regimented. 
 

• Teachers in middle and high school often feel strongly that between the number of students they 
teach, the need to “cover” vast amounts of content, and the pressure to have students perform 
well on one or more standardized tests, there is no chance to address student readiness or interests 
- or even to provide alternative ways for students to express learning. Not only is there too much 
to “cover” in too little time, but the test won’t make those accommodations available, therefore it 
seems counterproductive to provide them. 
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In the United States, we have placed standardized test scores at the center of teaching and learning in public 
schools for over 30 years. During that time, it seems fair to say that earnest, hard-working teachers have done 
their very best to honor the mandates that surround the standards and the standardized tests themselves. If 
that diligence had resulted in consistent, significant improvements in test scores (which could arguably be 
different from improvements in learning), then it would be possible to make a case, if not a robust one, that 
the efforts of teachers and students had been worth the cost. That is not the case. 
 
There are occasional increases in certain scores at certain grade levels in particular locations on high stakes 
tests. There is no evidence, however, that students as a whole are doing better on the state standardized tests, 
or on other standardized tests (for example, AP, IB, NAEP, TIMMS) whose scores might have been positively 
impacted if student learning had risen as a result of the state tests.  
 
There is an argument - or multiple arguments - to be made that the single-minded focus on test scores 
has caused significant harm to students and their teachers: 

 
• Elementary students often experience higher levels of anxiety and lower levels of self-confidence in 

the face of standardized tests - including irritability, frustration, boredom, crying, headaches, and 
loss of sleep. When they were asked to draw pictures of their test-taking experience, nearly all the 
drawings suggested a negative experience. They showed students who were nervous about not having 
time to finish the test, not being able to figure out the answers, and not “passing” the test. 
Researchers who examined the drawings noted that in nearly every drawing, children drew themselves 
with unhappy or angry faces. Smiles were nearly non-existent. When they did occur, they related to 
things like being able to chew gum during the test or an ice cream party that would follow the test 
(Terada, 2022). 
 

• The tests do not measure what we sometimes call “soft skills” like knowing how to learn effectively, 
willingness to take academic risks, or persisting in the face of difficulty; nor do they assess complex 
thinking, creativity, ability to navigate relationships with others, and many other skills and mindsets 
that are valuable in students’ current and future lives (Terada. 2022). 

 
• When rewards and sanctions are attached to performance on tests, students become less intrinsically 

motivated to learn and less likely to engage in complex learning and critical thinking (Berliner, 2003). 
 

• High stakes tests cause teachers to take more control of learning experiences, denying students to 
learn to direct their own learning and explore topics and concepts that are interesting and relevant 
to them and can obstruct their progression to becoming lifelong learners (Berliner, 2003). 
 

• Students who consistently score in the bottom quartile of standardized tests are more likely to drop 
out of school, even when those students have acceptable academic records (Amrein-Beardsley & 
Berliner, 2003). 

 
• High stakes tests have often reduced curriculum to a list of facts and fundamental skills separate 

from any meaningful context or application. 
 

• Teachers who are compelled to gear the great majority of their classroom efforts to raising test 
scores have little, if any, motivation, support, or opportunity to develop their own creativity, at least 
insofar as it might be useful in teaching. 

 
• Rather than being at the center of instructional decision-making as they should be, students have 

become collateral damage of an outdated, ineffective, non-responsive, mandate-driven teaching. 
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Channeling Catherine 

 

I see Catherine occasionally and always joyfully! I think about her much more often as I find myself worrying 
about teachers, teaching, learners, and learning. I find myself asking, almost as though the question were stuck 
on “repeat”: 
 

• What are we thinking when we teach as though all our students are essentially alike, when 
we assume they all need us in pretty much the same way? 

 
• What are we thinking when we push to the corners of our consciousness the weights virtually 

all our students bring to the classroom every day because we can’t find time to engage with 
them about their hopes and fears and anxieties?  

 
• What are we thinking when we say, “I’m sorry. I have no choice but to teach as though a 

test is more important than the humans in my classroom - more important than their 
humanity”? 

 
I understand the relentless pressure teachers feel to “follow the script.” I understand the cost of following the 
script in terms of job satisfaction, worry about students, and personal growth. I am not untethered from reality 
enough to say, “Just forget about the test,” although I applaud courage when I see teachers move in that 
direction - even in small steps. 
 
 

I do believe it is possible to integrate the foundational knowledge and skills that are central 
to the disciplines we teach into work that inspires young minds so that we are “accountable 
for the standards” and for the well-being of the well-being of those we teach. 
 
I do believe we can organize what we teach in ways that make it more memorable, relevant, 
meaningful, and useful.  
 
I do believe it’s possible to make a profound difference in the welfare of our students when 
we say, “Today, I will build in time for these learners. Tomorrow I will do it again.” 
 
I do believe we can create community, teach empathy, enable students to work together in 
harmony and productively - all elements that today’s young people hunger for in their bones. 

 
 
I am hopeful that enough of us have managed not to so completely learn the script for “how we do things 
around here” that we will be able to ask Catherine’s question of ourselves, among like-minded colleagues, of 
leaders, and in public forums: “What are we thinking when we (fill in the blank with what matters most). 
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