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Standing by
Our Principals

Why Hartford Principals Leave – and
What Can Be Done to Keep Our Best
INTRoduction

G

iven that principals are the backbone of strong 		
schools (and that their effectiveness serves, in turn,
to draw strong teachers), shouldn’t finding better
ways of recruiting, reinforcing, and retaining effective school
principals be at the top of any School District, Board of
Education, State Department of Education, or education
college to-do list?
We think so.
Looking at the number of school
principals who leave on an annual
basis nationwide, Hartford’s 16 percent
turnover in the past three years is better
than the U.S. churn of 20 percent. But
statistics tend to mask the huge loss
of institutional knowledge, personal
connections, and community trust– not
the least of which occurs among the
students who wonder why their leaders
and role models leave.
In this issue of edfocus, we are taking a
deeper look at the increasingly intensive,
high accountability environment of the
21st Century Hartford school principal;
why educators want this job; why they
feel the need to move on; and what can
be done to increase the number of strong
school leaders who stay.

BACKGROUND
Here are some important
considerations related to
the goal of retaining strong
school leaders who stay:
Stability
Consider the moment when any
Hartford school principal has been
primed, readied, and installed for
leadership here, then leaves for greener
pastures. At that moment, a Hartford
school, from students to staff, has to
reboot. No one knows exactly how
much that costs, but you can imagine.
The effects of frequent principal
turnover are seen in school culture,
student achievement and teacher
attrition – as well as public cynicism.
In short, when school districts invest in
leadership development and then lose
their bet (and maybe their best), school
stability and quality suffer.

Proactivity
The regular principal turnover rate in
Hartford, about 16 percent for the past
three years, is lower than the national
20 percent trend, yet here, as
anywhere, churn is the longstanding
pattern for this hyper-demanding job.
It is well recognized; so much so that
preparing a farm team of new
leaders has become an established
norm among forward-thinking districts
like ours.

Complexity
Much principal attrition stems from
normal life events such as healthy
career ambitions – but that’s hardly
the whole story. Growing job pressures
that outstrip available supports for
principals both give applicants pause
and influence incumbents’ decisions
to leave.
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BACKGROUND continued
Hartford has 52 principal
positions, not counting the
adult education component.
Attrition here has been 15.7
percent, 13.7 percent, and
19.6 percent, respectively,
over the past three years
(compared with the average
national rate of 20 percent
per year).
Hartford principals regularly leave for
family reasons or to retire. School
principals also leave for promotions to
assume less demanding (and usually
better paying) administrative positions
both within and outside Hartford – or, a
lateral move outside the District.
These transitions likely signal how the
activities of the principal have grown in
scope and urgency. New, veteran, and
retired principals – and talent managers – all agree: This particular education
leadership position is now in the midst
of a paradigm shift.

levels of poverty and low-level literacy,
the increasing community partnerships
and growing range of wraparound
services in play are essential tools for
the principal. Organizing this safety net
requires significant human relations and
management skills.
8Moreover, as chronicled in The

Principal as Human Resources Leader,
the principal’s work, placing people in
the right jobs and fostering a top-tobottom positive school climate to keep
effective teachers and staff members,
has become significantly more time
consuming.

8With Hartford attracting new immi-

grant and refugee families weekly – from
nearly 90 different language groups –
adroit planning also is required to effectively serve English Language Learners.
8Service to children with special needs

Consider just a few of the significant
changes under way at the school level in
Hartford:

has been improved in recent years
via the District’s adjustment to meet
the federal civil rights requirements
for special education services, but the
challenges of assessing and responding
to each student’s needs are no less
time-consuming and costly.

8Implementation of the new Common

8The role of the principal in budgeting

Core State Standards from 2014-2016
has brought new curricula and assessments, designed to build higher-order
thinking skills as well as to meet the
need to retrain teachers.

– and managing a budget – has increasingly grown in importance and complexity with the onset of principal autonomy
in this field, especially since the 2008
Great Recession and its ripple effects.

8As Hartford has led the way since

8The all-choice system undergirding

2011 in establishing and implementing
a new teacher evaluation system ahead
of the State time frame, the principal has been the point person. This
instructional leadership role includes
classroom observations and coaching –
with training in the online Teachscape
technology.
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8As Hartford is a city with astonishing
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the District’s portfolio strategy creates
a competitive challenge for each principal; marketing savvy and resonant
public outreach are rapidly expanding
elements of the job.
8The crucial task of strengthening fam-

ily engagement depends upon effective
communications. This requires a prin-

cipal to be an effective politician – like
“the mayor of the school community,”
as one administrator described it.
8Coalescing parent groups, community
partners, and the State law-required
School Governance Council requires
extraordinary people skills. This is
especially the case when budgets are
being decided, succession planning is
under way, or a controversy is erupting.

Mounting Challenges on
the Ground
As history reflects, Hartford schools
bounced for a long time along a very
rocky road, to and through a State
takeover in 1999, followed by the resignation of the subsequent school reform
mayor, who had championed reform
but had to leave office under difficult
circumstances in 2010. This rocky road,
along with a history of region-wide
segregation, has bred considerable
cultural defeatism – now an intergenerational phenomenon – and this is one of
the most important burdens remaining
to be reconciled in Hartford.
In the first phase of school reform, turnaround efforts closed, re-opened and redesigned schools. The mixed results have
kept community skepticism simmering
about the effectiveness of the all-choice
system, particularly regarding the stark
differences between State-funded magnet schools and longtime, low-performing neighborhood schools in the city.
Judging from the barely-registering
turnouts in the past two local elections,
more disaffection than civic participation characterizes eligible voters.
Hartford parents are overwhelmingly
disengaged, at a time when college
degree completion and workforce preparedness could not be more important
for their children’s individual – and the
Greater Hartford region’s economic –
futures.
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Even more fundamentally, early white
flight and current middle-class flight
continue to have a profound effect
on school enrollment. In addition, the
increase in magnet and charter school
options creates more strain on Hartford school enrollment, both in terms
of numbers and need, with Hartford’s
neediest students being concentrated in
fewer and fewer neighborhood schools.
Many Hartford students are closed
out of their magnet lottery choices,
leaving their parents wondering
whether their children’s futures are
narrowed in neighborhood schools.
How would you like to be the principal
handling that disappointment?
Other pressures constantly present
themselves. As one example, the high
mobility rate among many Hartford
schools requires management
adjustments every day. Enrollment
equals budget, yet the flow of new
arrivals constantly changes the
numbers.
People often forget that, despite the
innovations in education for which
Hartford is now famous, its principals
remain on the front line of the nation’s
war on poverty, persevering in a city
that ranks extremely low in median
income in the country. Hartford’s choice
is to prove that income levels are
surmountable. Few metro areas
nationwide – including in CT – are
effectively confronting this issue.
Before we look at best practices and
recommendations, it is important to
ask: What does the job of a 21st
Century urban school principal entail
in Hartford – and what is the District
currently doing to recruit, reinforce,
and retain effective leaders who are up
to the task?

progress report
From its most recent 2012 data, the National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES) looked at America’s
114,000-plus school principals and found that 78 percent
remained at the same school the following year, 6 percent
moved to a different school, and 12 percent left the
profession; more than a third retired. With an average
of 16 percent of its 52 principals leaving annually,
Hartford’s experience is somewhat better than the
national breakdown – still it bears noting that every six
years almost the same number of principals have left as
the number of schools that exist.
For this edition of edfocus, Chief Talent Officer Jennifer Allen shared with Achieve
Hartford! her summary of feedback from principals who left their positions in our city
between 2012 and 2014.
The specific reasons given for Hartford’s departures, by topic, include:

Communication

8 In general, principals need to feel more appreciated and supported
8 Historically, more often than not, feedback to principals has been negative and 		

focused on problems rather than solutions
8 Instability in District leadership creates uncertainty and insecurity as to priorities

Finances, Funding, and Enrollment

8 Level of funding for neighborhood schools is too low
8 Fluid enrollment in neighborhood schools is overwhelming from both a financial 		

and instructional standpoint

Salary and Incentives

8 Principal salaries need to be more competitive so that principals will not seek

central office positions in Hartford or other Districts

Personnel/Human Resources

8 More substitute teachers and custodians are needed
8 Forced placements [where administrators and teachers are assigned by the District, 		

according to seniority] are frustrating
8 Instability within school-based leadership teams is de-stabilizing

Central Office Relationships

8 Frequent changes in supervisors are difficult
8 Someone needs to “connect the dots” in terms of the various activities of

central office

Professional Learning

8 More emphasis should be placed on team building
8 Principals should be involved in the planning

www.achievehartford.org

3

April 2015 issue

Teacher Evaluation

8 The system is technologically cumbersome (“We’re building the bridge as we go”)
8 The process is very time consuming

Student Issues

8 Students with overwhelming mental health issues consume a vast amount of

resources; limited resources exist in neighborhood schools

Curriculum and Assessment

8 There is a need for more concrete curriculum
8 Should messaging be different about college and career readiness?

Not every student is going to go to college
8 There is a general feeling of lack of support in curriculum and assessment

Magnets versus Non-Magnets

8 [For better or worse], magnets are perceived by parents as being better
8 It is difficult when every principal is put on the same scale [regardless of

differences in resources and challenges]; it causes friction among colleagues
8 Resident principal in a magnet school had no idea of the challenges faced by the 		

principal of a neighborhood school

Overall Organization

8 Few people understand or appreciate the complexity of the job; are principals 		

being asked to do too much?
8 Definition of “autonomy” requires clarification and perhaps rethinking [because 		

how it should operate varies so greatly from principal to principal]
8 There is a lack of desire to be a career principal

NEW ROLES Hartford Principals Moved TO
Number of principals
2012-2014

Central Office Administrator (Out of District)				
Capital Region Education Council (CREC) Position			
Acting Principal-ship Expired					
District Superintendent Position (Out of District)			
Principal at Larger School (Out of District)				
Lateral Move to Principal-ship (Out of District)			
Federal Agency Position						
(Retirement)							

5
2
2
1
1
1
1
5

* In addition, seven Hartford principals resigned during this period.

From the exit interview comments – and the overriding trends – it takes no genius
to glean that for principals, whether they leave for other cities or opt for a less
demanding post, this is a 24-7, 200 percent job. Full-time underestimates it.
In this vein, two telling comments from departing principals were illuminating:

“It is very difficult to create a life balance for yourself.
That is something that really needs to be looked at.”
“When you lead the way in this type of restructuring, all of a
sudden you become very marketable statewide.”
4
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Those statements underscore two of
Hartford’s greatest challenges when it
comes to retention: the demands of
the work…and the training Hartford
principals receive to address it. Work
demands and support create both a
push and a pull to go elsewhere.
Indeed, given the political, social, demographic, and school improvement
aspects of the landscape in Hartford,
one of the retention challenges continues to be that the city, known for
its great challenges and innovations, is
widely reputed to be a place where an
aspiring principal can earn his or her
chops – and then have a ticket to any
other opportunity across the region.
As well, as the Superintendent’s
Transition Report revealed, principals
seek “a stronger and more personal
connection to the superintendent” –
and elimination of the silos in which
central office departments tend to
operate, something that still must be
addressed.

Defining the Job
In Hartford, principals are evaluated
according to a State leadership rubric
listing 26 performance indicators.
The depth, breadth, and detail of this
listing all appear to be more about
on-paper perfection than what is
humanly possible – so much so that
many who have earned the statewide
092 intermediate certificate,
qualifying them as principals, instead
opt to pursue their careers in some
other administrative posts.
This is understandable. Principals
are appraised on the basis of how they
perform as:
8 Instructional leaders of the teaching 		

corps;
8 Developers and proselytizers of a 		

bottom-to-top school culture devoted
to educational excellence;
8 Hands-on managers of budgets, 		
crises, and daily internal and external
outreach;
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8 Strategic planners and tactical leaders

of community, parent and partner 		
relations;
8 Implementers of assessments and 		
data-based decisions benefiting
children;
8 Facilitators of technologies impactful
to teaching and learning;
8 Effective resolvers of conflicts and 		
negotiators of contracts; and
8 Role models and inspirational leaders
in the eyes of students.
Obviously, this work is all consuming, as
when it constitutes handling emergency
environmental issues such as those that
have required the extended closure of
Clark School. It’s unpredictable every
day; needs could be expressed in a late
Sunday night phone call from a Hartford
Public High School student suddenly
becoming homeless or a test cheating
scandal at a statistically remarkable
elementary school. Skill to mobilize
suddenly is key and inability to do so
can be highly problematic; putting the
systems in place to make all manner of
response possible is paramount.
“The fact is, successful principals in
Hartford live off the high stakes-nature of
urban education,” Oliver Barton, one of
Hartford’s six associate superintendents
for instructional leadership, explains.
Coming to the end of a school day
having resolved emergencies, solidified a
high-performing school culture, and
added to the training of potential
successors can be satisfying, if not
thrilling.
The attraction of making a difference in
the student lives at some of the state’s
most challenging schools is strong
incentive for many school leaders.
Running a school is like keeping a hospital
emergency room humming. Principals
are asked to be leaders and managers
who both know how to create…and then
how to tap…all systems to meet every
expected – and unexpected – demand
every day.

Research and Best Practice
What does research tell us about the characteristics of
high-quality principals?
Culling research to describe what effective principals do, the Wallace Foundation has
noted that only teacher quality stands above school leadership in terms of advancing
school reform. Moreover, the leadership skills of a principal are instrumental to the job
satisfaction of teachers, who research says are influenced more by the climate of their
schools than by salary as an incentive. The practices that matter most, according to
the Wallace report, The School Principal as Leader, are:
8 Shaping a vision of success for all students;
8 Creating a climate hospitable to education;
8 Cultivating leadership in others;
8 Improving instruction; and
8 Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement.
“Effective leaders view data as a means not only to pinpoint problems but to
understand their nature and causes,” the report emphasizes.
In its January 2015 special report, Do Principals Have an Impossible Job?, Education
Week examined how the principal pipeline is being built by states, local school districts,
and the KIPP charter school network. Looking at alleviating the administrators’ load,
the report discusses how teacher leaders and teams at the school level can help manage
the many operational demands in a building – and make the principal’s job doable.

Recasting the Job Nationally
Another recent report, from the Fordham Institute, contends that the principal position needs to be recast as a true leadership position. In a study of five urban districts,
Lacking Leaders: The Challenges of Principal Recruitment, Selection and Placement
concludes that principal hiring practices – even in pioneering districts – fall short of
what is needed. Going further, the report identifies four overarching tasks to
“re-imagine the principal’s role so that it is a job that talented leaders want and are
equipped to execute successfully”:
1.8Make the principal-ship a more desirable job and compensate
leaders for taking it on. Treating principals as CEOs – with major salary
increases – would end the trend of seeing principals “as glorified teachers and more
as executives with expertise in instruction, operations and finance – and the ability to add
others to their leadership teams who may possess the skills they don’t already have.”
2.8Create a serious, systematic talent recruitment strategy at the
district level. Strategic approaches are needed to identify, recruit, and retain
high-quality school leaders, not just in terms of the mechanics of the HR process, but
winnowing the best candidates and placing individuals suited to the singular needs of
particular schools.
3.8At the policy making level, eliminate hurdles that prevent
entry into the field and effective performance in the job.
The report calls for scrapping onerous State credentialing requirements and supplying
principals with the autonomy and budgetary discretion to do the job well.
4.8Be more self-aware and thorough in collecting and using
data for principal hiring and placement. By systematically gathering
candidate data concerning background, experience, aptitude, skills, etc., districts can
better “identify the most promising leaders – all the while refining and improving their
processes, as well as validating them in relation to the results that follow.”
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Looking at CT
“Given the nature of the principal’s challenges, even the most talented people
need support to honor the work, support
the work, and help develop the conditions
for success,” according to Dr. Robert Villanova, director of LEAD Connecticut and
executive director of the Executive Leadership Program at UConn. He also served
on the Transition Team of Hartford Superintendent Dr. Beth Schiavino-Narvaez.
Dr. Villanova describes the State’s
multi-layered leadership rubric as not
just daunting – but almost impossible
to implement. Connecticut has more
than 5,000 administrators who hold
the 092 certificate, he points out, but
many opt to leverage this certification
not as principals, but for higher pay on
salary scales. “Often, they’re not ready,
they’re not qualified, and they don’t
want the job,” Dr. Villanova points out.
By contrast, aspiring principals in
UConn’s Administrator Preparation Program face stringent entry requirements
that include a demonstrated record of
improving student performance; an
understanding of the developmental
nature of student learning; a disposition
toward social justice; proven leadership;
and resiliency. With those sorts of higher standards at the postsecondary level
and clear hiring criteria locally, school
districts can find people with the ability
to do the job, Dr. Villanova believes.
At the superintendent level, aspiring
district leaders are trained that one of
their primary attributes for success
will be creating the conditions for
attracting and keeping good principals,
Dr. Villanova emphasizes. To that point,
recent recommendations developed by
LEAD Connecticut and its partners urge
the State to follow research-proven
ways to improve the principal practice
in challenging districts:
8Help school leaders prioritize
resources (including the identification
of “power” or “focus” standards to help
principals prioritize their time and
distribute responsibilities);

6
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8 Streamline interactions (between
the State, districts and schools, particularly when it comes to reporting);
8 Prepare, attract, and retain top talent in high-need schools and districts
(through financial and non-financial
rewards, a “Turnaround Educators Fellowship,” case studies of outstanding
school leaders, and opportunities for
turnaround leaders to take ownership
of plans rather than inheriting them);
8 Strengthen the pipeline (by requiring principal residency statewide and
building the administrative capacity
of teacher leaders).
8 Further professionalize the practice
(including using federal Title II funds to
support principal professional
development and build the capacity
of principal supervisors, retired
principals, and high-performing
current principals to serve as coaches).

Looking at Hartford
Recognizing the need for a pipeline
to perpetually funnel top-flight candidates, Hartford’s Talent Office has
developed two residency programs
for principals, along the lines of the
medical resident physician model.
Mirroring that medical training in
the school setting, with “going on
rounds” all day every day for expe-

rience, Hartford has worked with
Travelers and Achievement First to
set up, develop, and carry out two
distinct principal residency programs
that have benefited many Hartford
schools – and aspiring school leaders.
This training component supports
the original school during the
training period and has a ripple effect
for aspiring principals, who often take
their firsthand experience into
higher-level responsibilities that they
can transform into their own
leadership success.
Hartford’s new supervisory and support framework – of six associate
superintendents for instructional
leadership, each leading a team of
school principals – is an important
mechanism following best practice.
The highly experienced cadre of
leadership coaches – available for
mentoring and coaching in real time
– also lends critically important
support, following best practice. A
set of studies from the University of
Washington, synthesized online,
examines how leadership can
improve learning – and focuses on
the shared work and commitments
among all staff to “distribute”
instructional leadership and enhance
principals’ capacity for it.
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The following chart details the structure that Hartford has put in place to achieve best practice so far in supporting principals.
Executive Leadership
Coaches
Real-time, On-point
Q & A Assistance
on Specific Issues

Leadership
Development Programs
• UConn Plus
• Teacher-Leader
Opportunities

Residency Programs
• Developed by Travelers
• Achievement First
• Project LEAD CT

District Supports
for Hartford
School Principals

Associate Superintendents for
Instructional Leadership
• Guidance from Experienced Professionals
• Ongoing, Small, Portfolio-Team
Consultations among Peers

A Planned
(Not Yet Funded)
Mentoring Program to
Support All School
Leaders

The Hartford School Principal ‘Org Chart’
Leadership coaches, as in the case of long-time principal Tom Faniel, buttress Hartford’s principal pipeline. For his
mentees, Mr. Faniel is not unlike a veteran firefighter advising when and how to intervene in a potential crisis; not
just when to break the glass…but being intentional about what to do next when in the dark. Hartford’s relationships,
between the superintendent, central office leaders and principals, were well stated on pages 20-22 of the October
2014 Transition Report issued by Superintendent Beth Schiavino-Narvaez. Citing interviews with a range of staff and
stakeholders, the report noted, among many other action steps, the need for a stronger focus on the professional
development and career pathways for high-performing teacher leaders and assistant principals – in order to expand
the principal pipeline. That will be best practice, once implemented.

Recommendations
How can Hartford recruit, reinforce, and retain top-talent principals? The task is enormous.
Accordingly, we offer these recommendations, based on best practice,
national research, and, especially, Hartford’s history, for our District, Board of
Education, City, and State to consider:
1.8 Ensure that principals continue to
receive real-time, tailored assistance in
their “gap areas” (everyone has them).
Understanding that it will never be possible to find leaders skilled in every facet

of this job and that it is critically important to meet the individual development needs of every principal, the
District must build out high-intensity
training modules in areas that include:
a. school budgeting,
b. high-performing School
		 Governance Councils,
c. reliable data revealing school
		 characteristics and student and 		
		 staff performance,

d. effective family engagement,
e. marketing in this era of all-choice
		 competition,
f. delegating to operations directors,
g. executing new-era teacher
		 observations with the efficiency
		 required, and
h. building school communities of
		 practice that increase teacher
		 retention.
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2.8 Allocate school funding more
strategically – as an incentive for more
leaders to want to be principals, so
resources are commensurate with
the challenges present in Hartford’s
lowest-performing schools – and so
multi-year turnaround plans can be fully
funded to have a chance of success.
3.8 Devise, to keep top talent leading
high-need schools, more aggressive
financial and non-financial rewards, as
keeping great principals at chronically
low-performing schools for even one to
two more years before they move on
would make a major difference.
4.8 Institute, as Dr. Robert Villanova
suggests, more “defined autonomy” for
school leaders, so that they get real-time
guidance 24-7 on two tracks: 1) latitude
according to their particular expertise
and specialties; and 2) support in the
areas where, understandably, they need
further development.
In other words, as Hartford now has
principals working in portfolio teams
and paired schools – to maximize effectiveness – it’s time to take it a step
further: Principals can thrive most with
understandings of where their careers
to date have made them strongest and
what surgical professional development
is required to ensure future success.
5.8 Further build out the system
of identifying which principal
backgrounds best match the individual
school, taking into account its
community supports (and hardships)
as well as the recent school history.
Principals’ qualifications, among
others, should include:
a. Professional philosophy on how
		 to turn around a school;
b. Connections individuals can and
		 want to make with particular 		
		 school communities.
c. Risk profiles – the amount of
		 challenge a principal is excited to
		 take on; and
d. Incentive profiles – including 		
		 salary, recognition, skill-building,
		 autonomy, and career ladder
		preferences.

8
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6.8 Hear directly from principals on
how to improve their experience, by
conducting and reporting results from an
annual, confidential, and independent
principal survey to identify issues and
glean solutions from the front line.
7.8 Elevate the understanding, respect
and demand for this job by better
explaining the practice, in part by
working with media partners, to
videotape “A Day in the Principal’s
Office” at contrasting schools.

8.8 Continue restructuring Central
Office to ensure that the development
and support of principals is enhanced
as “high value/high priority” work.
This requires an increasingly
systematic approach to organizational
development. Part of it will necessitate the Superintendent’s having
frequent time with all principals, to let
them know why they are valuable.
9.8 Further invest in principal
residency programs that have a
track record of success right here in
Hartford and warrant expansion.

Conclusion
Few positions in Hartford,
or for that matter any city
or metro area in our country,
have more impact on
families than does the school
principal. Locally, no one
has a stronger tie-line to
understandings of and
responses to community needs.
As a quintessential politician, instructional and
educational leader, and building manager, the
principal – on paper and in real life every day – is asked to be a
Renaissance woman or man, equipped to succeed as the “mayor” of her or his
school community. The job and the associated responsibilities are huge.
Ultimately, in the rough-and-tumble education job market, where poaching of
sterling staff members is commonplace and people always need to move on for
good and not-so-good reasons, the best support for strong leaders who stay centers
on systems for the District to attract and keep the rock stars it needs.
When it comes to the school principal position, it could hardly be more challenging.
Yet, as we are in an extraordinarily collaborative period, open to solving problems,
the Board of Education, District, and City and State leaders are unusually well
positioned to step up and put in place new ways to hire, grow – and keep – the
strong leaders Hartford needs in every one of its schools. Now.
Achieve Hartford! was founded in 2008 by the business community to build a culture of education excellence
among families, communities, and schools in Connecticut’s capital city. As an education advocacy organization,
Achieve Hartford!, serves more than 23,000 students and families throughout the city. Through conducting
independent research, evaluation, and engaging the community, Achieve Hartford! creates urgency and shared
responsibility for closing the educational achievement gap in Hartford. Visit achievehartford.org. Join us on
Facebook at www.facebook.com/AchieveHartford. Follow us on Twitter at www.twitter.com/Achieve Hartford.
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