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Be Seen

When | started as a new Principal it was mid-September. The campus had an interim (that was a Principal earlier in her
career) that started the school year with them. | was working on the Campus Improvement Plan (CIP) which was due in
early October. | was the first Principal that the campus did not select via committee (as was the long-time practice at
this campus). For the first time in the history of the campus, it had an “Improvement Required” rating from the state
agency.

| was working in my office during a school day trying to figure out how to do a CIP, align it with the District
Improvement Plan (DIP), write achievable goals, strategies and progress measures and do all of this in a software
program that | had just been given access to, Needless to say, it was truly on-the-job learning. David, not a classroom
teacher, but a Supervisor of Teacher Interns, popped his head in my office and said, “You know things arent going to
get better out here as long as you are in here.” As a new Principal, | found his comment wise. | jumped up and only
worked on the CIP after school hours until it was complete and submitted.

| continued this practice (along with the hectic pace of a new Principal and all the things that go with it) throughout the
rest of the school year. Keep in mind that the School Board President’s wife was a teacher on my campus. No pressure,
right? If staff and students were in the building, | prioritized not being in my office unless | had a meeting, parent
conference, student discipline or positive phone calls home. | was in classrooms, hallways, PLCs, Parent conferences, IEP
meetings, student programs/performances and always visible. | absolutely understand that this choice was necessary
considering all the variables at play in facilitating success for the campus. | have zero regrets about doing this - after
all, being in all of those places with all of those people is where the immediate gratification was. Not to any Principal’s
surprise, by summer | was exhausted and empty - no energy, motivation, sense of success or satisfaction.

Then came the hard part - figuring out how to make time to meet all of the needs; those of students, the campus
mission/vision, teachers, parents, auxiliary staff, campus culture, cafeteria/food services, transportation as well as
district-level expectations. This also included academic needs, building maintenance and repairs, playground updates, a
wonderful and incredibly committed PTA, campus traditions (re-spark some, maintain some, let some fall by the wayside),
hiring new staff, my own needs and more. | had an exceptional Assistant Principal and Instructional Specialist who both
worked just like | did that year: visible and accessible during school hours and the rest of the work got done after
hours and on weekends.

The three of us sat down for a discuss & cuss session with the goal of creating a plan for the next school year that
allowed for more intentional scheduling and less everything else. By this time we felt like we knew each other fairly well
but during this process we got to know each other very well. We were authentic about our needs, our communication
styles, priorities, what we did well that came naturally, what was hard for each of us, what we wanted to learn, what we
needed to learn (and how we could help each other with that), what “success” meant/looked like as well as what made
us laugh, what renewed our energy and what the signs were that we needed to take a breath. Needless to say - it
took more than one session. Are you relating this to therapy? 100% accurate. It actually took a few lunches, a few
walks around the campus, a few Starbucks runs, hundreds of post it notes, vulnerability, trust and bravery. However, we
got it done! There was no cement plan, but a flexible approach to what we thought would work based on the previous
year’s experience. We made lots of collective decisions, scheduled as many actions as we could (walkthroughs,
evaluations, PLC attendance, duty coverage, substitute teacher strategies, team meetings, celebrations and days off.) We
agreed that PROGRESS was the focus and then with consistency, SUCCESS would follow.
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Be Intentional

Out of respect for making this a short article, I'll only highlight one outcome. | found (after doing it and reflecting about
it) that the most effective new action in our plan was our weekly meetings, which looked like this.

— Each Monday morning around 8:30, the three of us met in my office. We followed an agenda and took
notes each time.

— We discussed:
— Walkthrough schedule for the week
— On and off campus activities
— Celebrations (literal to do for staff and things that went well as a whole)
— Problems (current and potential) and brainstorming solutions
— New things to know

— After we finished, the campus Counselor joined us and she led the discussion. (celebrations, needs,
concerns, questions, etc.)

— Next, the Counselor left and the Data Entry Clerk joined us; she led the discussion. (celebrations, needs,
concerns, questions, etc.)

— Next the Data Clerk left and the campus Secretary joined us; she led the discussion. (celebrations, needs,
concerns, questions, etc.)

— When the Secretary was finished, she left the meeting and the three of us reviewed anything that was
shared by those three people that needed action, attention or awareness.

This weekly meeting got more efficient each week and we continued the practice for the next 4 years. After five years
as a Principal | moved into a Director position and my Assistant Principal became Principal.

Hopefully you noticed a trend with all of the information above. COLLECTIVE DECISION MAKING and INTENTIONAL TEAM
ACTION. No one was a hero; no one tried to do it all or be all things to all people in all situations. And if one of us
did - we called each other out in the kindest of ways.

Behind the Scenes

What | discovered that second year as a Principal, and what | consistently practiced with intention throughout the rest
of my career, are two “behind the scenes” strategies:

1) Visibility and accessibility are not the whole story behind success; not for an administrator nor for the
campus as a whole. Don’t get me wrong, visibility and being accessible to staff are very important. There
are times when more of those things are needed. However, David’s statement to me during my first month
as a Principal lacked an understanding of the whole role of a campus administrator. No fault of David’s -
his perspective is based on his experience.

| believe this happens frequently, and | want administrators to know how foundationally important it is to
consider the perspective and opinions of others, but to not feel obligated to adopt those ideas and
opinions as yours or even as facts. Reflect, dissect, choose, use and move on. In the situation | referenced
with David, at the time of the event, | was reactive. However, when | intentionally took the time to reflect |
was able to dissect his comment, “You know things aren’t going to get better out here as long as you
are in here.” | found value in his words, no doubt; | learned something very valuable that has continued
to serve me well. However, in dissecting it | was able to choose how and when | would use the
information to best serve me. From that point on, | made visibility a priority but not at the cost of failing
to meet the overall needs of the campus, staff or students. | chose to determine the most important times
to be in classrooms and hallways based on needs, circumstances and more. For example, every day that |
was on campus | greeted every child that entered the school, which created more fun, better relationships
and memories that still make me smile.
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2) “Balance” is a verb. The concept of “balance” when | hear people discussing a work/life balance or finding
balance is annoying to me. It perpetuates the illusion that at some point (be it brief or longterm) balance
will be attained; that balance is achievable, which implies that if you dont “have this balance” (using
balance as a noun) then you have work to do, which implies that you are not being successful. |
reiterate: In our line of work, balance is a verb. It is literally a take and give; a matter of knowing which
way to strategically “move” to counter the disruption of change - something added to our plate, changes
in expectations, etc.

Granted, | tend to live in “gray” versus absolutes or strictly right or wrong. For me, the stress of inflexibility is worse
than the stress of options; the stress from here being no context for decisions is worse than the effort it takes to work
through potential outcomes within the unique context of a situation. Stress is inevitable in any role. Acknowledging that
fact and using it to our benefit - that can be powerful, but it takes practice. For more than 25 years of my career |
worked in the arena of special education, so | was lucky to have many, many opportunities to practice this, so |
consider myself pretty good at it.

Fluctuations happen. Making fluctuations work for you (instead of you reacting to them) is key. One suggestion is this:

Look Inward for reflection then outward for connection. Suspending judgement of yourself and others allows each of us
to be more authentic about our needs, gives us space to breathe and it can foster a learning mindset (via a “master”
mindset.)

Whether you are a campus or district administrator, you are evolving as a human, learning as a leader and growing as
a person committed to being the best you. You've got this...for now.

When the next change happens, you'll have it then, too - just differently.

Texas-born & raised, Dr. Amy Mathews-Perez recently retired from a 34-year career of serving public
education. General Ed. Teacher, SLP, Diagnostician, SPED Supervisor, Principal, Assistant Princjpal &
Director of Special Education are roles she's held. She has also worked in the private sector as a
Coordinator of Education for a county alternative school and as an SLP in nursing homes/home
health. Amy is the founder of Making Education Special for All (MES.A.) through consulting and
speaking. Her passions include communication, laughter, empowerment & authenticity. 'Life is short
but our influence is never-ending.” Amy finds joy through connections, collective learning and

highlighting the potential in others. mw : I<

Legacy is the official journal of The Worthy Educator, elevating the good work being
done by leaders in education who are working to change the narrative on the profession
and actively plan for impact that transforms its future to serve the needs of a diverse,
decentralized, global society that is inclusive, equitable and open to all people as next
generations adapt, evolve and contribute by solving problems and creating solutions that
meet the needs of a world we have yet to envision.

Submissions are accepted on a rolling basis from educators who are implementing new
and innovative approaches in the classroom and at the building and district levels.
Information on specifications and instructions to submit can be found online at

theworhtyeducator.com/journal.
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