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What have you learned in ten 
years as a principal which would 
lead you to begin your new job 
differently from the way you be 
gan this one?

What will you do first, sec 
ond, third . . . ?

Why will you proceed in that 
order?

Will your initial activities build 
on one another? How? Toward 
what end?

These questions about how I 
planned to enter my new job as 
Assistant Superintendent for In 
struction in Bedford, New York, 
were asked by the consultant I 
used to help me examine my work 
as Principal of Scarsdale Junior 
High School, Scarsdale, New 
York.* The questions sobered me. 
I had been flying high on the ex 
citement of being chosen, and the 
questions made me think about 
how to begin my new job when 
previously I had thought only 
about how to get the job. Unfor 
tunately, I've found this one-sided 
emphasis on getting the job, rather 
than beginning it, to be quite com 
mon. As a result of not planning 
entry into a new job, many of us 
contribute to our own common ail 
ments: we take on too much, try 
to do it in too short a time, lose 
focus, and undermine our own
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Setting priorities and sticking 
to them can help a newly ap 
pointed leader avoid some 
common pitfalls.

intent to bring clarity and direc 
tion to the work in our new area of 
responsibility.

With an eye to avoiding these 
pitfalls, the consultant and I di 
vided my entry into four parts: 
1. Making the decision to apply for 
the new job and interviewing; 2. 
Setting priorities (the first two 
months on the job); 3. Attending 
to priorities (the next six months 
on the job); 4. Ending work on 
priorities (the following two 
months on the job). Given the lim 
its of this article and the initial 
concerns of most readers entering 
a new job, we will talk exclusively 
about part 2 of my entry: Setting 
priorities.

Setting Priorities—The First 
Two Months

The consultant and I identi 
fied three goals for this part of my 
entry plan and a set of six activi 
ties to reach these goals. The first

goal, obvious but not often acted 
upon, was to get to know the peo 
ple in the district and allow them 
to get to know my philosophy, 
concerns, and approach to leader 
ship.

My second goal was to estab 
lish my priorities for curriculum 
work in the coming year. I wanted 
people from each part of the sys 
tem to be involved in developing 
these priorities on the assump 
tion that broadbased participation 
would contribute to increased clar 
ity if not ownership of the priori 
ties; clarity and ownership would 
contribute to commitment and 
quality results.

Third, my ten years in the 
principalship had taught me that 
arriving at priorities, while very 
important, is but half of what is 
necessary. The other half is imple 
mentation. I knew I could achieve 
this third goal of successful imple 
mentation only if I took time at 
the outset to get to know "the 
ways" of the school system who 
does what in relation to whom,

* This article, though written in the first 
person about Stephen Fisher's particular 
experience, is based on the general ex 
periences of the three authors who col 
laborated in writing it. Barry Jentz served 
as the consultant to Fisher as Fisher 
started his new job.



Getting the job is just the beginning

when, where, and why to get tasks 
accomplished? In other words, I 
had to discover the history, the 
norms, the informal as well as the 
formal modes of operation in the 
district.

My entry activities, designed 
to help me reach these goals, were:

1. Planning the entry model
2. Review and acceptance of 

model by the Superintendent and 
the Board of Education

3. Public disclosure of entry 
activities

4. Interviews with adminis 
trators, staff, and members of the 
community

5. Planned school visitations
6. Monthly meetings with a 

key group.

1. Planning the Model. With 
my consultant, I clarified the goals 
and activities stated earlier. This 
took several days of rigorous work 
over a period of three months.

2. Review and Acceptance by 
the Superintendent and the Board 
of Education. With an outline in 
writing, I met with my Superin 
tendent to present the entry plan 
for his review and sanction. I pre 
sented the three goals and six ac 
tivities within a time-frame of two 
months and asked for his help in

improving the plan. After all, he 
had more information about the 
district than I did and that infor 
mation could influence his judg 
ment about the feasibility of parts 
of the plan. I told him I would need 
his backup when I put certaiA areas 
of decision making on hold for a 
year. This would be necessary to 
give me time to do the activities 
planned in entry. For example, 
some people wanted me to assume 
immediate responsibility for chair 
ing the curriculum committees in 
the district, committees currently 
chaired by building principals. I 
wanted to put off that decision 
until a time when I would be better 
informed about how the current 
arrangement worked. Finally, I 
asked for the Superintendent's 
ideas about whom I should meet 
with in the community, when, 
where, and why.

The Superintendent was very 
helpful in suggesting additional 
people I should interview, giving 
sanction to the plan, and propos 
ing how to present it to the Board. 
He took the lead in presenting the 
plan to the Board, emphasizing the 
importance of my getting to know 
what and whom I was working 
with before I began to give direc 
tion. The Board gave its approval 
to my six activities, and to a

seventh a report to the Board at 
the end of two months about what 
I had learned during my entry.

3. Public Disclosure of Activi 
ties. One week prior to the open 
ing of school in September, I cir 
culated a memo to the entire dis 
trict outlining my planned activi 
ties. I listed the dates I would be 
in each building, the individuals I 
was interviewing, and the monthly 
meetings I would be holding dur 
ing those first two months.

I hoped that by publicly dis 
closing my schedule I would lessen 
the amount of rumors circulating 
and the number of those wonder 
ing, "What's he really up to?" As 
well, I hoped to mitigate the natu 
ral tendency for different individ 
uals and groups to compete for 
early access to and influence on 
me.

4. Interviews with Adminis 
trators, Staff, and Members of the 
Community1 :

What I Did. The first major 
activity I undertook was to inter 
view individuals in leadership posi 
tions throughout the district. This 
included building principals, cen 
tral office staff, and community 
members. Each individual received 
a list of interview questions prior 
to the interview. Some of the ques 
tions were:

Could you provide me with 
the history of the district? When 
did you come here? What's it like 
to work here? What's the makeup 
of this community? What's impor 
tant to the people who live in Bed 
ford?

1 In this article we make no attempt 
to discuss the interpersonal skills neces 
sary for giving and getting good infor 
mation. Our set of six entry activities is 
a structure or skeleton, the muscle of 
which is interpersonal skills in giving 
and getting good information. For a pic 
ture and discussion of these interper 
sonal skills, see Leadership and Learn 
ing: Personal Change in a Professional 
Setting, by Barry C. Jentz and Joan W. 
Wofford, McGraw-Hill Book Company, 
New York, 1979.
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"The first goal, obvious but not often acted upon, was to get to 
know the people in the district and allow them to get to know 
my philosophy, concerns, and approach to leadership."

What are the students like in 
Bedford?

Could you review for me the 
curriculum in Bedford?

How do you see curriculum 
decisions made in this district in 
the past? How are these decisions 
made in your buildings? What for 
mat for decision making would 
you recommend?

What curriculum problems 
need attention in this district?

What do you expect the per 
son in this new position of Assist 
ant Superintendent for Instruction 
to do?

What are you most proud of 
in the Bedford Schools?

At the outset of each inter 
view I told the person that confi 
dentiality of information was 
crucial to the exchange of good 
information. In the interest of con 
fidentiality, I said I would take 
notes, have the notes typed, and 
send them to the person so he or 
she could edit or add thoughts 
before I felt free to use the infor 
mation with others. I also sched 
uled a follow-up meeting with 
each individual to review the 
interview.

As I met with individuals, I 
developed a frequency chart of all 
of the areas of curriculum men 
tioned in the interviews. That chart 
had three categories: those items 
mentioned most frequently as criti 
cal curriculum areas for work; 
those areas that received moderate 
attention; and those areas men 
tioned only once or twice in the 
interviews. I printed this data on 
wall charts for use in my first
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meetings with the principals as a 
group.

Why I Proceeded This Way. 
I was comfortable in conducting 
the interviews because I was not 
faced with making any "instant 
decisions." One of my earliest 
fears in moving to the Assistant 
Superintendency was that I would 
be called upon to know the an 
swers and make decisions immedi 
ately. The interviews provided a 
setting for mutual exploration of 
the problems in curriculum in the 
district. By definition, we were not 
looking for answers or solutions. 
As indicated by my writing up my 
notes on the first interview and 
scheduling a second, I was going 
to pay close attention to what oth 
ers told me about their lives in 
their district.

Results. I approached these 
interviews with concern about how 
they would go. Would people hold 
back? Or put me on, in ways I 
would not know at the time? I was 
surprised, pleasantly. The inter 
views ran for an hour and a half, 
and people shared a great deal of 
information. In addition to provid 
ing information about what cur- 
ricular areas needed attention, they 
talked openly about how decisions 
were made in curriculum and how 
they were (or were not) imple 
mented.

"Everybody here's a college 
president; it works from the 
ground up."

"Everybody has to be in 
volved before implementation of a 
program and that's a crock!"

"Curriculum committees seem

to go on and on. When do they 
know their work is finished?"

This kind of information, 
when repeated enough times to 
form a pattern, became very useful 
to me in deciding on what my pri 
orities would be and how to pur 
sue them.

5. Planned School Visitations. 
I asked each building principal to 
plan for three days when I would 
visit in his or her building. I visited 
each building for a single day and 
then went back for a second day 
in each building, and then a third 
day. During these visits I engaged 
mainly in two kinds of activities: 
first, I sat in on classes, watched 
students work, and helped tutor 
individual students; and second, I 
met with grade level groups of 
teachers.

At first, teachers were ner 
vous as I entered their classrooms 
and talked to students and shared 
in the activity of the room. By the 
second day in the building, a cou 
ple of weeks later, teachers seemed 
much more at ease and willing to 
have me participate. By the com 
pletion of my school visitation 
schedule I had visited every class 
room in the district and had per 
sonally met each staff member.

The meetings with grade level 
groups of teachers were designed 
for teachers to speak to me about 
their concerns with the school's 
curriculum, and they did, quite 
readily. The meetings had a special 
payoff for me because of their 
spacing, one every two weeks. As 
I heard concerns in one building, 
I could test them in the next and 
then come back to the group where 
I first heard the concern. Testing 
concerns from building to building 
pointed out the lack of communi 
cation between schools. As well, 
clear and validated curriculum pri 
orities began to emerge as I re 
peatedly began grade level meet 
ings by saying, "Building X sees 
this as an area of concern. What's 
your sense of that? Does it apply



in this building?" For example, 
each time I mentioned the math 
program, groans confirmed that 
most teachers in the district felt 
this had to be a priority area.

When I had finished this series 
of visitations to classrooms and 
grade level meetings, school by 
by school, I was confident I knew 
what the teaching staff saw as cur 
riculum priorities.

6. Monthly Meetings with a 
Key Group. One of my major re 
sponsibilities in the new position 
was to chair the elementary prin 
cipals' group. I was quite used to 
being a member of a principals' 
group, and I knew what it felt like 
to sit through endless meetings 
chaired by a central office staff 
member. I did not know what it 
felt like to have responsibility for 
these meetings, and I was more 
than a little nervous about my first 
meeting. The consultant and I de 
signed the following steps for 
engaging the principals with me in 
arriving at curriculum priorities:

a. A clarification of how the 
final decision about curriculum pri 
orities would be made

b. A historical overview of 
program/curriculum development 
in the district (since the beginning 
of the most "senior" administra 
tor's arrival in the system)

c. A historical review of the 
activity of each ongoing curricu 
lum committee in the district, by 
the current chairpersons (building 
principals)

d. An analysis of the "fre 
quency chart" of data I collected 
during my interviews with indi 
viduals

e. A presentation and discus 
sion of curriculum priorities I had 
which were not present in the data 
from staff, administrators, and 
community members

f. A presentation to principals 
of my final number and ordering 
of priorities; followed by presen 
tation to the Superintendent and

Board, with a written memo to all 
staff about the final product, in 
cluding time-lines for working on 
the priorities.

I began my first meeting with 
the principals by reviewing my 
entry process, showing them how, 
as a group, I wanted them to en 
gage with me in setting curriculum 
priorities for the coming year, and 
clarifying how and when I would 
make the final decision on the pri 
orities. I emphasized that any via 
ble set of priorities would follow 
from and build on the past; and 
that we needed a shared, group 
picture of what that history was 
if we were to build into the future 
from it. With these rationales in 
mind, I had asked the most "sen 
ior" principal to begin the first 
meeting with an overview of pro 
gram/curriculum development in 
the district.

When I had asked the prin 
cipal to do this, I secretly thought 
he would laugh at my request and 
suggest that we ought to begin 
solving the problems in curriculum 
rather than spending time on past 
history. Again, I was pleasantly 
surprised. He not only was de 
lighted to do the overview, he was 
pleased that I would ask him to 
begin the first meeting. His presen 
tation was excellent. It provoked a 
lively discussion which led to 
clarification of what had been 
done, when, why, and what was 
still in progress. One principal 
spoke for others about the results 
and quality of the meeting, "I've

been here for seven years and 
thought I knew what was going 
on, but I found out a lot of new 
information this morning, and 
changed some of the ideas I came 
with!"

In the following meetings I 
had each principal who chaired an 
ongoing curriculum committee re 
view the activities of that commit 
tee. As each person did this, I 
made wall charts, collecting two 
kinds of information from each 
review: work accomplished and 
work left to be done. This data, 
along with frequency data from 
my interviews, staff input from 
my school visits, and my additional 
priorities, were examined by the 
group of principals before I made 
my final decisions.

Conclusion

When I presented my priori 
ties to the Board, I did so after 
reviewing the entry plan which 
clarified where the data had come 
from and how I had decided on 
the priorities. The Board gave its 
approval of these priorities and 
that approval aided me in holding 
to these priorities throughout the 
year, even in the face of Board 
member, staff, and administrative 
concerns expressed later in the 
year which, had I acted on them, 
would have led me to take on too 
much, try to do it in too short a 
time, lose focus, and undermine 
my intent to bring clarity and di 
rection to work in curriculum in 
the district. S7
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