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As a theatre director, I am programmed to make quick decisions, deal with large, diverse groups, use transformational leadership to inspire a group to pursue a common vision, and plan execute long term goals using backwards design. I feel that these traits would help me to be an effective administrator in the Pinellas County School system.  The Faculty in the Educational Leadership program at the USF-St. Petersburg campus facilitated my development as an educational leader by helping me see how those skills translate from the theatrical stage onto the stage of life in school leadership as well as help me develop skills that I had never previously explored.

When I entered the program, ultimate goal was to become an assistant principal at high school.  However, my experiences in the coursework have piqued my interest and led me to look deeply at careers in arts administration with short term goals of working as a magnet coordinator for an arts magnet or as the county supervisor for Performing Arts.  Now, my ultimate goal is to become a principal of an arts magnet school.  

My first semester I studied only one area to get my feet wet and explore just how difficult it would be to add graduate level coursework to my existing home life, my classroom, and the production I was directing. The first course was Principles of Educational Leadership with Dr. Thomas Peacock.  We examined leadership styles, organizational models, and the elements that made them effective or ineffective.  The organizations were not limited to schools, which allowed the entire class to think outside the box.  Dr. Peacock any wonderful discussions from our readings.


In my course reflective analysis for Principles of Educational Leadership, I analyzed different leadership styles in comparison to the leadership styles of various football coaches.  For example, borrowing from the literature on Situational Leadership first conceptualized by Hersey and Blanchard, Bobby Bowden and Don Shula are situational leaders: they adjusted their styles to meet the needs and talents of the personnel they had (Hersey & Blanchard 1977).  They are able to use the “directing, coaching, supporting, observing” types of leadership depending on the players’ needs at any given time. On the other hand, Vince Lombardi and Bear Bryant were Directive leaders.  They were old-school dictators who had very rigid and precise plans.  By contrast, Tony Dungy and Dick Vermeil are examples of Supportive Leaders because they are as much about creating men, as they are about winning games; they are more “persuasive” as they motivate their teams to win using praise and making the members feel good about their contributions to the game.  Fieldler would describe Jon Gruden in terms of Fiedler’s model of Contingency Theory. Similar to Situational Leadership, Contingency Theory suggests that there is no one correct “way” to be a leader but Fielder believes it is more important to concentrate on the behaviors that a leader needs to display given the structure of the task – the need to win, and the leaders’ ability to control the players by reward and punishment – it is a more expansive view of leadership style. Gruden’s style is about putting people into a situation where they can succeed. 

The most convincing theoretical model for me to consider as a novice school leader was the model laid out by Bolman & Deal in the book Reframing Organizations (1997).  They describe four different “frames” through which organizational leaders should look at their organizations.  The four frames are: Structural, Human Resource, Political, and Symbolic.  Each frame gives the leader a different perspective and helps them to see the strengths and weaknesses of their organization.

This model allowed me to examine my own leadership style as well as the style of leaders under whom I have served.  My own style is very heavy in the “symbolic” frame, probably from my background as a drama teacher.  I deeply value the “structural” and “human resource” frames because that these frames are more closely tied to organizational health.  I am working to become better at those aspects of my leadership.  The frame which I perceive to be my weakest is the “political” frame, because it is one area in which I have very little experience.  Using the knowledge I have acquired in our Educational Leadership program, I am working my perceived weakness as an officer in the politically active theater teachers association.  As treasurer of the Florida Association for Theatre Educators (FATE) I am involved in meetings with state arts education leaders in which we are trying to build linkages and coalitions to strengthen the quality of arts education in the state of Florida.  


The readings and discussions in this class focused on the relationships we develop and foster as administrators. The class discussed the relationships between teachers and administrators, administrators and support staff, and staff and community members. Although the main thrust of the course focused on the Bolman and Deal (1997) model for leadership, I studied leaders and their theories ranging from Native American warriors, to American patriots to world religious leaders. The class discussed how these varying perspectives applied to the world of education.  I studied leadership styles that gave me a new perspective on the interactions between staff members and how those interactions are viewed by the general public.  The class discussed how public perception and legislative decisions affect these interactions.


At the conclusion of my first semester of study, I was feeling very confident about my prospects in the program.  With a strong foundation in leadership theory, I ventured out into the other courses.  I thought I could get a lot done during the summer and take three courses.  I signed up for a combination of courses on the St. Petersburg campus that made sense to me:  On-Line Applied Program Evaluation concomitantly with, Foundations of Curriculum and Instruction followed by School Curriculum Improvement.    The first course ran all summer and the latter courses were set up to run for 3 weeks – four nights a week, so after I acquired the foundations, I would then apply and implement curriculum in the next course.  

In Foundations of Curriculum and Instruction, I was introduced to the historical background and development of the concept of curriculum over the past 150 years.  The course emphasized the major court decisions, legislation, and societal changes that have impacted shaped curriculum as we know it today.  I chose to focus my study on the famous American classicist, Mortimer Adler and his Paideia Proposal (1982), which called for a return to the basics in education and the elimination of electives.


The Adler proposal really generated some deep thought processes for me as I imagined an education devoid of the practical, visual, and performing arts.  I struggled to accept the value of Adler’s studies.  Most of all I saw the need for leaders in the schools with my perspective to balance out proponents of the Paideia Proposal.  Students need to have a diverse education and including physical, artistic, and practical outlets for creativity.  This assignment began the transformation of my career goals from wanting to be an assistant principle to the higher calling of an arts administrator.  

In addition to studying the history of curriculum, the course also focused attention on current trends and issues facing curriculum developers today.  As a class, we were asked to pair up and choose a current issue facing educators to present in a poster session at the end of the course.  My partner and I chose to focus on the achievement gap that has become a major issue in Pinellas County, as well as across the nation.  In researching various studies on the subject, we concluded that our schools need to focus on innovative trends, namely Differentiated Instruction, to close the gap.  We also concluded that in order to change the systems we have in place, administrators must focus on making professional development authentic and meaningful to teachers.  This concept is a direct link to principles of “Rigor and Relevance” outlined in Robert Marzano’s book Classroom Instruction That Works (2001).

This course provided a great foundation of knowledge for me through the lectures and the readings prescribed.  The study of societal and political changes helped me gain an understanding of how we have arrived at our current place in curriculum. Through the research I conducted in putting together the presentation with my partner, I realized how the importance of meaningful professional development.  We were able to explore a practice (Differentiated Instruction) that is tailored for our particular issue and would be meaningful for teachers in schools faced with the achievement gap. The conclusions made in our poster project were heavily based on the work of Carol Ann Tomlinson, one of the leading authorities on Differentiated Instruction today (Tomlinson 1999).  Differentiated Instruction is ideal for to help narrow the achievement gap, which is a problem that has been around as long as we have had public schooling but was made abundantly clear to educators and the general public after the advent of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001.  

With the foundations of curriculum under my belt, I moved on the School Curriculum Improvement the next week.  Already weary from the pace of the first class, I was afraid I might not make it to the finish line, but I found this course to be the true turning point in my development as an educational leader.   Dr. Brown taught School Curriculum Improvement in such a way that it encouraged me to look at methods of improving classroom learning from different perspectives.  I began to separate my teacher-self and my administrator-self.  Dr. Brown defined the principal as the instructional leader of the school and encouraged us to begin to think that way.  


The activities and discussions built upon the knowledge I acquired in Foundation of Curriculum and Instruction.  The readings in Understanding by Design (2004), The Case for Constructivist Classrooms (1995), and Differentiated Instruction (1999) furthered my understanding of effective instructional strategies.  I was introduced to the concepts of essential questions, understandings, and performance tasks and the application of these concepts in a lesson plan designed with the end in mind.


The greatest learning experience in this course came with the culminating project, the development of a Charter School Proposal.  The group element of the project was excellent preparation, as administrators are always working with committees, advisors, and teams to make decisions.  I learned that being organized and having the end in mind is good practice not only in curriculum development, but in all processes.  In designing an entire school, we were not only focused on curriculum, but many of the other facets that are integral to the day to day operations of a school, like budgets, staff development, facilities, and scheduling.  Designing the entire curriculum from scratch allowed us to use our recently acquired ability to design with the end in mind.  

I was completely thrilled that the group accepted my proposal to develop our charter school as an arts charter school.  It was gratifying to know that in a group of leaders, some people wanted to follow me!


That summer I took a third course online, Applied Educational Program Evaluation.  Applied Educational Program Evaluation covered all forms of evaluation that take place in a school setting: assessments, FCAT reports, School Improvement Plans, etc.  The first half of the course focused on the essential statistical concepts that are needed to understand these evaluations and basic assessment concepts like validity and reliability.  The course offered varying experiences in an online format.  I was asked to participate in discussions, attend lectures, analyze reports, generate reports, and in addition to taking quizzes and exams.  


The most important activities were the projects that required me to analyze and create reports.  The first project focused on the FCAT test.  In order to complete the assignments, I had to research on the Florida Department of Education website.  Much of the information I found was actually new to me.  Even though I don’t teach reading or math, I was surprised at how much I did not know about the test itself.  The project asked me to research all aspects of the test: scoring, test item creation, alignment to standards, test takers, test uses, test result interpretation, reliability, test reports, validity, school comparisons, and calculating AYP.  The second project involved on the creating portions of a School Improvement Plan.  The most challenging area involved creating and measuring school goals.  Both of these exercises were extremely valuable, as much of an administrator’s time is taken up by analyzing and interpreting FCAT reports and the ongoing process of school improvement.

I would understand how vital this course is to aspiring administrators, but my learning was stunted by the sheer mechanics of the class.  There were many issues that impeded my learning, mainly a lack of knowledge of inner workings of Blackboard. 

In the fall I signed up for Technology and Data Analysis and the dreaded School Law course, two classes I was conditioned to fear by my friends who had already taken the courses ahead of me.  I came into the School Law course expecting the worst, but 10 weeks later, I found myself saying that this course was the best educational experience I have had on the university level.  The material covered was meaningful and assignments were relevant.  I found myself intrinsically motivated.  I looked forward to reading the newspaper or checking my email from NSBA Legal Clips.  I feel more powerful now, because I am informed.  Dr. Bartlett taught us that legal knowledge is power!

Another lesson I take from this course is to “look before I leap.”  I always find myself wanting to answers calls and emails quickly.  After I answer quickly, I often spend time thinking back about what I should’ve said.  I now know it is okay to say, “Let me give that some thought and get back with you,” so I can gather my thoughts and come back with an intelligent, considerate response.  

I feel that this class is vital for everyone involved in the field of education.  The lectures and readings were very informative.  I was often surprised to find that something I have been doing for years as a teacher was against federal, state, or case law or board policy.  This course has inspired to always stay informed of developments in law and policy, as I continue my career in education.  


The class discussions and the case studies presented allowed me to consider my own ethics as an educational leader.  The learning from these class activities forced me to separate my personal values and beliefs from ethical decision making.  I think that is a battle that every leader in every field fights when they are faced with an ethical dilemma.  It is important when faced with difficult issues, to step back and first consider the facts and secondly, consult the policies regarding the situation, before making any decision of that nature.  

In the Law course, Dr. Bartlett asked us to examine a problematic board policy in the Pinellas County Schools Policy Manual.  After investigating similar policies from school boards across the country, we were asked to revise the current policy.  By researching and revising the board policy on dress code, I have a better understanding of not only how policies are written, but also how school leaders maintain a safe learning environment.  The application of school law was constant in this class. From learning to interpret state statutes for the Administrator’s Desk Reference to researching cases for my Law Journal Article to considering how to apply policies and laws when considering case studies, this course has prepared me to consider the laws and policies first before making any major or controversial decisions.  

The class examined how federal, state and case law affect the day to day operations of a school. We also discussed how policy makers work, especially in light of the “midterm” elections that were taking place during the course.  Our elected officials have had a major influence on the current state of education in this country and it is important for school administrators to stay on top of these changes by reading updates, like those that come from NSBA’s Legal Clips.  One of the articles I researched for my Law Journal on Cyberbullying insinuated that the American courts are not interested in strengthening the laws and policies on this dangerous new form of bullying.  Once again, the Board Policy Revision and Administrator’s Desk Reference assignments encouraged me to explore the processes of writing, interpreting, and revising school policies, which are all vital skills for school administrators, especially in today’s litigious society.  

The Ethical Case Studies we discussed as a group forced me to examine my own ethics and decision making.  I was already very firm I my values and beliefs, but I did learn two things:  first, that my values and beliefs aren’t always ethical, and second, that I should always examine the policy before making any critical decisions.  


When I enrolled in Technology and Data Analysis, I felt I was already very technology savvy.  I quickly figured out that I had a lot to learn.  There are many programs and applications that were available to me all along, but I had never tried to use.  From presenting data using graphs in Excel to putting comments in a Word document, I learned several very practical applications for these programs that I already use on a daily basis.

I wish I would have been able to take this course in the correct sequence because several of the lessons especially the ones on using the electronic library and Blackboard, would have saved me hours of frustration the previous summer.  

I challenged myself by surveying and the tallying the surveys for 69 of the 120 staff members at my school and 250 of the 2500 students.  I had my doubts, but I was shocked to find that more than half of my staff cared enough about technology to answer my surveys. My technology coordinator and volunteer coordinator are using my qualitative and quantitative data to help them do their jobs.  I also learned that chocolate is a great motivating factor, when you are trying to get surveys done on a deadline.

The most important lesson this course has taught me us that an administrator’s job is never done.  Continuous improvement was the mantra for this class and I found myself working to improve the quality of my products on each assignment.  Although I was resistant to this at first, I have come to embrace this concept and I hope to take it with me into the rest of the classes I am taking in this program and further into my future work as a school administrator.


The technology plan I developed with my group asked us to create a plan for our school that included evaluation of the plan at one, three, and five year intervals.  The vendor questions assignment made me research and develop a method f or determining whether or not a piece of hardware or software was worth purchasing, including a cost analysis.  The technology plan was developed using data gathered from surveys of both staff and students.  I was able to interpret the data gathered in the surveys by writing reports, generating graphs, creating tables, and formulating a plan for the implementation of technology in my school.  One of the findings of my surveys was the need for professional development opportunities to show teachers how they can integrate technology in the classroom on a daily basis.


In the Spring, I took two courses that dealt more so with the management of the staff.  Analysis and Change and Principles of Supervision deal with continuous improvement of the staff and the management processes that allow you to deal with personnel effectively.  Supervision was a course that made me step out of my comfort zone and into the world of an instructional leader.  The observations were harder than I thought they’d be, especially when I observed my best friend on the staff.  But I learned to be an honest evaluator of the art of teaching and overcame one of my perceived weaknesses.  I also learned a lot more about teaching on the elementary and middle school levels, which are naturally a little foreign to me.  The culminating project of this course was creating a staff handbook, which is an effective management tool.  It gave me the opportunity to look at several staff handbooks and see how different leaders interpret the same board policies.  

Another high water mark in my development as an educational leader came in Analysis of Change.  The course was centered on the educational leadership theories outlined in Paula Short and John Greer’s book, Leadership for Empowered Schools (1997).  Until this course, the concept of empowering a staff was still quite foreign to me.  I was of the mind that a leader was supposed to look like Mel Gibson as William Wallace in Braveheart, running full speed into battle with his courage and his will as his only weapons.   I had worked in an empowered school and been empowered myself, but I hadn’t even realized it because it was done so subtly.  

After exhaustive reading and discussion of empowerment and shared visioning and consensus building, I quite ignorantly engaged in a discussion about the Change Project, which would be the culminating application of the course.  As a prospective arts magnet coordinator, I wanted to examine and change the county’s well-established and successful high school arts magnet program, and I wanted to change it like William Wallace – with my bare hands.  It was a conversation in the parking lot with the professor that opened my eyes to what empowerment really meant.  Something clicked in my head and the entire project fell into place.  Even though it was a theoretical project, it is the artifact I am most proud of because of the breakthrough I experienced.  It changed the way I viewed leadership and made me confident that I could walk into a school and find a way to make change a positive experience.  

The following summer, I enrolled in Finance and Educational Leadership.  Finance was another course I was conditioned to dread and early on, it lived up to its billing.  The open-book quizzes designed by Dr. Sutton often made questions out of the most trivial passages in the chapter.  However, four or five weeks into the course, I realized the professor was tricking the class into learning the material, by making us read and re-read the chapter over and over until we found the answers.  By the end of the course I knew the Finance material cold.  I took this course right before the FELE, and it made my FELE preparation undeniably easier.   

Our culminating project in this course was our Finance Project, in which we examined the FEFP formula and how it was calculated in four different districts based on the social, economic and demographic variables in place in those districts.  The project made allowed us to examine the factors that play into school funding and understand why certain districts get more financial support than others.  


In Educational Leadership, Dr. Reck pushed me to understand communication in a different way than I always have.  As a drama teacher, I understand communication for the stage and that translates to many personal and professional settings.  Here I learned that the administrator, much like an actor, must be keenly aware of their audience.  If an administrator loses touch with their audience, the message will be distorted And misinterpreted.  The School and Community Relations (2005) text was one of the most practical texts in all of the course work.  The sections on handling the press and crisis plans are priceless.  This book will be on my shelf for a long time.  

I am currently enrolled in the Principalship and the Practicum this fall.  This situation has been less than ideal, but it has allowed me to graduate in my timeframe.  In the Principalship, I am learning more about being a professional leader.  I have gained a deeper understanding of my leadership qualities and I am aware of my strengths and weaknesses as a leader.  I am managing my time and honoring the time of my colleagues.  I have been running more efficient meetings, learned how to interview prospective employees, and explored the human relations process in place in the school system.

The Practicum is the ultimate capstone course.  I am applying all of the concepts and theories I have learned about throughout the program as I transition into full-time leadership.  Here, the rubber meets the road and I am making the most of it.  The 360 survey allowed me to find my weaknesses as an emerging school leader and take on opportunities to gain experience in those areas.  I have had the opportunity to work as an acting administrator on numerous occasions and see the school from a completely different perspective.  The management frame of Bolman and Deal (2003) has been very heavy in this experience as I have had to handle maintenance, transportation, supervision, and discipline on a day to day basis and get outside of my comfort zone.  

The Data Driven Project has given me a similar opportunity to broaden my horizons.  I have taken on the role as the instructional leader of our school, in the area of literacy.  My work on this project started out as mostly a professional development project, working with teachers to increase the use of literacy strategies across the curriculum.  But the project has blossomed and propelled me into many other areas that I had previously never explored.  


As the chair of the Literacy Leadership Team, I have also become the school’s Kaplan data manager, acted as the Literacy Team liaison to the SAC committee, met with publishers, dealt with the disbursement of referendum funds, and conducted walk-throughs.  This one project has given me experience in all ten of the leadership standards and has become a project that I will continue to work on long after the semester and my time at USF have passed. 

The educational leadership program at the University of South Florida’s St. Petersburg Campus has completely changed the way I think as an educator.  I have further developed the leadership qualities I possessed when I entered the program, but more importantly, I have gained tons of confidence in areas where I had little or no experience just two years ago.  I can look back to one of the seminal moments for me in the program during a summer six week, two class crash-course in curriculum:

“I still find it hard to separate my teacher self and my administrator self.  The first night, Dr. Brown asked us to look at everything as a Principal.  He defined the Principal as the instructional leader.  I thought, “How can I be the instructional leader of a school?” Most people who find out what my job is think I play all day.  So how does what I do translate into a breeding ground for an instructional leader?  It is a question I am struggling with.” June 15, 2006
As I finish the Practicum and the leadership program 18 months later, I know I can be an instructional leader of a school, because I have done it.  I am no longer the drama teacher who plays games with teenagers all day – I am school leader and I am ready to make a difference.  I thank the faculty for inspiring and modeling my development throughout this program.  
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