
A Stepping- 
Stone or a 
Career?
ALLAN S. VANN

"ve had three different position^ 
in my professional career: class 
room teacher, assistant principal, 
and principal. Such is the career 
path followed by most school 

principals. For some, assistant superin 
tendent and superintendent become the 
next steps up the ladder of greater 
professional prestige and recognition. 
Many of those who aspire to district- 
i.vel positions view the princ'tvKhip as 
merely a stepping-stone, a way station 
on the road to the district office.

It is only recently that I myself have 
conquered the annual "spring fever 
liiices" to look at district office oppor- 
"inities — juices that have heretofore 
flowed through my veins with regu- 
lan-ty, as 1 thought about applying tor 
positions of assistant superintendent 
for curriculum and/or personnel. It's 
not that I no longer find such positions 
professionally attractive. The desire to 
meet the challenge of bringing new 
perspectives to another position of 
leadership and decision making will 
probably remain within me throughout 
my career.

Yet I can truthfully say that I no 
longer rush to read announcements of 
n "sitions in the Sunday New York 
limes, and I no longer maintain an 
active placement file at my alma 
mater. I am very happy doing what 
I'm now doing as an elementary 
t'-hool principal, and I see no reason to 
seek out other positions. I am one of 
many who view the principalship as 
the legitimate top rung of a different

professional ladder.
If one looks at money and prestige 

as the sole indicators of career success. 
then certainly the assistant superinten- 
dency appears "more" important than 
the building principalship. with the 
superintendency as the "most" impor 
tant level. However, for a person 
whose very soul lies in the classroom 
and whose commitment to education is 
rooted in the belief that individual 
teachers can and do make the differ 
ence, then the principalship is the 
"most important" position — at least 
in terms of where an administrator can 
truly have the greatest direct impact on 
children and learning.

To be in direct contact with children 
and teachers, to affect and supervise 
the daily teaching techniques and the 
implementation of curriculum, to set 
the building climate and atmosphere 
for learning — this i s the place for an 
educational leader!

When a person moves to a position 
in the district office, salaries and 
responsibilities are greater, but rela 
tionships with children and teachers 
are greatly diminished, if present at all. 
This is not to say that all district 
administrators barricade themselves 
inside their own offices, for many do 
venture out into the schools to observe 
firsthand or even to conduct some 
supervisory and training functions. 
However, once you move to a district 
office position, you inevitably lose the 
daily pulse of what's happening in the 
school. If one feels, therefore, that 
maintaining this daily pulse is upper 
most in importance, then this can 
administratively be done best from the 
principal's office.

Building principals, then, should be 
regarded as dedicated, highly moti 
vated educators who have attained 
extremely responsible positions of 
leadership — positions that just might 
offer the greatest opportunities for

bringing about educational excellence 
for children.

One day. perhaps. I will want a 
district-level position. And if I ever do 
make such a change. I will not view it 
as a move to a "higher rung" on the 
ladder but. rather, as a move to an 
entirely different l adder — one that has 
its focus not on individual children, 
teachers, and classrooms, as the princi 
palship does, but on more global 
policy issues, large student popula 
tions, organizations of employees, and 
school buildings.

Educational leaders in such posi 
tions can make positive improvements 
in the school system — changes that 
will eventually trickle down to the 
classroom teacher and the individual 
child. But for now. it is important for 
me to be where I can daily and 
directly observe the effects of my 
efforts on teachers and children — 
and that is most definitely as a 
building principal!

Allan S. Vann is Principal. James H. Boyd 
Elementary School. Elwood Union Free 
School District. 286 Cuba Hill Rd.. Hunt- 
inglon. NY 11743.
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