Copyright National Association of Secondary School Principals, the preeminent organization for middle level and high
school leadership. For information on NASSP products and service, visit www.principals.org.

%

11 Paula Mirk

ike much of the nation, staff mem-
I bers at Carson (CA) Senior High

School started the 2003 school
year deeply divided about the war in Iraq.
Then-principal Doug Waybright worked
out a compromise to avoid inflaming the
situation: JROTC would continue on
campus, but wearing fatigues to school was
prohibited. The arrangement seemed to be
working, until the day an ardent pro-war
student showed up in uniform and a par-
ticularly antiwar teacher kicked him out of
class. JROTC students immediately called
the media, and Waybright's phone started
ringing off the hook.

Both sides were outraged. “It was a

case of trying to play out an adult issue
and using a kid as a pawn,” Waybright said.
He was asked, “How dare I side against

the kid, the war, and this country?” along
with, “How dare [ side against the teacher?”
While complaints poured in, Waybright
invoked three simple questions to stay
grounded as he considered his options:
Who am I? What do [ believe? What am [
here in school for?

In an understated way, Waybright pres-
ents a new approach to school leadership.
In the past, a principal might simply have
exerted his or her authority to get things
done. Instead, Waybright finds that his
effectiveness comes from abandoning the
power-of-the-principalship argument in fa-
vor of building respectful connections with
everyone in the school community. “This
notion of being the principal,” he explained,
“[is] an artificial position. You are who you
are inside.”
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Building ethical, values-driven school
communities requires school leaders

who address those concerns

in their daily practice.




Tupper Secondary School in Vancouver, Canada

Unless decisions and their intended outcomes are clearly
tied to beliefs, leaders can quickly get painted as arbitrary
and insincere. Principal lona Whishaw needed to get all
teachers to use the same language and practices to help
students internalize the school’s ethical values. One challenge
came in convincing teachers that if they used different
language, students would not make the connection. To
ensure that everyone stays on the same page, Whishaw and
her school team developed specific rubrics and training for
all new teachers at the school. Because authentic student
engagement is a high priority at the school, students are now
instructors in the ethical values training new hires receive.

Whishaw also deliberately takes on at least as much as she
expects from her faculty. An after-school session for tardy
students could have meant extra hours for supervising adults.
“| volunteered to take the [after-school] sessions instead of
expecting that of teachers,” she explained. In a testament to
the values-driven culture of the school, one teacher turned
himself in when he was late to class and volunteered to take
Whishaw’s place in the sessions. Similary, a recent approach
to curbing student cell phone use has resulted not only in
teachers turning student phones into the office but also

in students turning in their teachers’. Those are the small,
powerful ways a school culture can signal commitment to
avoiding hypocrisy and upholding what's right.

A New Type of Leader

Waybright's perspective is not unique in the
field. Research from the Schools of Integrity
project identified openness, honesty, relation-
ship-building, and constant rigorous reflection

as key elements in schools that successfully

balance academic rigor with ethical develop-

ment. To translate those findings into the

public school setting, the Institute for Global
Ethics spoke to six secondary school leaders—
who were recommended on the basis of their

solid reputations of integrity—to learn how
ethics and values contribute to leadership
effectiveness. Those leaders offered five key
recommendations.

Leap From Your CoRre VALUES

It was clear from these discussions that integ-
rity is essential not only in setting the course

on strategic issues but also in addressing the
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tough, unforeseen challenges that school
leaders face almost daily. Deeply held values
become an operating platform that works in
two directions: compelling constant internal
alignment and driving outward action. In an
age of increasing transparency, both functions
are essential.

Internally, these compass points guide the
thinking that results in ethical communication
and action. Alison Adler heads up the Single
School Culture project at the School District
of Palm Beach County in Florida. Her work
depends upon a shared belief system that is
internalized and naturally modeled in everyday
practice. “Good leaders demonstrate [their
beliefs] through the use of data, actual anec-
dotal examples, and everyday modeling,” she
said. “When they convey these beliefs effec-
tively to staff, then the high expectations, clear
feedback, and building of student confidence
to carry out academic tasks and act in ethical
ways will come.”

For Principal Kathe Nickleby at Mahtome-
di High School—a suburban school of 1,200
students on the east side of St. Paul, MN—core
ethical values form the foundation for trust.
“Through my words and my actions, [ can set
that ethical standard for our building and for
our community,” she said. “It comes back to
that relationship component for me. Without
those relationships that are real, then they
can’t trust me and we can’t have an ethical
building.” When people know and trust each
other, she said, it’s much easier to ask, “What
are the ethical decisions that we need to make,
and what is ethics?”

Once the internal element is driving align-
ment and personal interaction, all sorts of
outward action can flow rather naturally. Joe
Mattos, a former principal who now serves as
superintendent in rural Unity, ME, points to
the value of raising ethical issues specifically
at staff meetings. “On several occasions,” he
recalled, “we have added [an] item for discus-
sion regarding an ethical dilemma that one or
more of the administrators may be facing.” As
a result, he said, the staff has been able to “talk
in greater depth about the real issues, while



allowing us to share our personal convictions
about what we believe and how we make our
decisions.”

Have tHE CourAGE TO CoNNECT

As the leader of a school community, it can
take a measure of courage to stick to ideals and
share vulnerabilities. A column in a newsletter
or a page in the handbook is not enough. lona
Whishaw—the principal of Tupper Secondary
School, an inner-city school that has just under
1,000 students on the east side of Vancouver,
BC—believes that there’s-some-genuine-place-
where-we-can-interact approaches blend sci-
ence and spirituality in a way that has helped
her through all sorts of potential barriers. For
Whishaw, a commitment to fairness leads her
to suspend preconceived ideas or assumptions
as she goes into potentially tough meetings.
Rather than outlining a set of conclusions
ahead of time, she tries to “let go of any out-
come to the conversation.”

But having a strong set of beliefs falls short
and often backfires without the courage and
humility to share and connect with others.
Aaron Maybon—the principal of 2,250-stu-
dent Mountain View High School in Meridian,
ID—said that one risk of a well-developed set
of values is becoming self-righteous: “You can
hit a point of arrogance,” he warned.

Effective leaders resist the temptation to
simply impose their beliefs—a shortcut that
power can provide. Instead, they opt for a
slower and perhaps less convenient route that
seeks common ground and multual respect
and, ultimately, leads to meaningful connec-
tion. This focus on positive, authentic relation-
ships sets the tone for what they want their
school culture to become. Like Maybon, they
frequently self-check their interpersonal skills
and how they communicate with others. “First
and foremost,” he said, “it has to start with our-
selves. My rule of thumb is ‘be open.’ I don’t
preach anything I don’t do myself, and I try to
make myself accessible.”

Given the number of contacts in a typical
school day, however, genuine connection and
attention is a tall order. For Waybright, it’s not

simply about candor or seeming to care. “You
have to be present,” he explained. “You have
to listen to each person, and really hear them.
The job takes a lot of reflection.”

Do Your HomMEWORK
To maximize the growth of strong relation-
ships, ethical leaders also put effort into
developing their own understanding of the
organization. Getting to know how others do
their thinking and discovering the background
knowledge that might lead to a certain point
of view is all part of respecting the person or
issue at hand. For Whishaw, this kind of home-
work is not as simple as getting the sequence
of events straight. “You have to actually know
what's going on,” she said.

Whishaw came to teaching after years as
a social worker and counts her experience in
relationship building as a strong advantage
in being a successful principal. She said that
going to the trouble of gathering information
signals that a principal cares and helps him
or her grasp the subtext, acknowledge the
complex dynamics that might have led up to
an issue, and build others’ confidence in his
or her judgment and depth of perception. “Be
specific,” she advised, explaining that remem-
bering details helps others realize that “you've
paid attention.” Another habit that’s served
her well over the years is avoiding jargon. She
encouraged education leaders to be prepared
to talk in a way that anyone can understand
and to use that clarity as a measure of their
grasp of the issue.

MopeL Your QuTcomEs

It's widely recognized that great teachers are
willing to open up and give of themselves in
order to establish trust with their students.
Great school leaders must be prepared to do
the same. Five years ago, Suzanne Blake faced
the daunting task of starting up Vista Middle
School in Van Nuys, CA. Blake, who is now
the principal of Central High School for the
Visual and Performing Arts in Los Angeles,
took pains to design professional development
programs modeled on the experiences she
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wanted for students in the classroom. Then she
took it upon herself to lead a required course
for teachers on culture, race, and English
language learners. To prepare, she and her fac-
ulty members left the building and explored
the neighborhood to experience and learn
from the surrounding culture.

“I put the model out there for ‘this is how
it should be,”” she explained. Because she
wanted her teachers to have the courage to ex-
periment, she had to be willing to experiment
too. That meant not only trying new things but
also opening up the channels for feedback so
that she could learn and improve. “Trust has
come to this campus,” she said, “because of the

and challenges. For Whishaw, the hardest part
is recognizing what she can change and what
she can'’t. In particular, societal values seem to
compete with the positive environment she’s
working on in school. “Kids have a whole secret
life,” she said, and connecting through that can
be difficult. Nickleby believes that “reaching ev-
erybody” is her biggest challenge: “People who
are quiet shouldn’t be overlooked,” she said.
But those leaders recognize that they
don’t have to struggle to build school cultures
of integrity alone. The strong relationships
that result from building such a culture with
colleagues can become important supports
for sustaining it. Seeking out other principals

open, honest dialogue we've had.”

Lean oN OTHERS FOR SUPPORT

Building serious, values-driven relationships in
a school community is not without its pitfalls

Over the 18 months between spring 2005 and winter
2008, the Institute for Global Ethics visited exemplary
independent high schools in the United States and
Canada that were nominated for their dual focus on
academic rigor and ethics. The insitute’s purpose was to
discover effective common practices that any secondary
school could implement, such as the following.

Seamlessness. Attention to values and ethics
permeates learning environments at both the adult

and the student levels. If students are to be truly good
people, the climate of their learning environment—the
“how we do things around here” of their school’s
organizational culture —must clearly stem from and
shared ethical values. Although all the adults in the
schools the institute visited were clearly committed to
promoting ethics and values, many of them could not
point to a poster or recite an official code of ethics for
their school. The conclusion that the institute came to is
that the more seamless, natural, and earnest the effort to
seek “the good,” the more likely students will internalize
this lifelong quest.

Drive and connection. Across participating schools,
higher-order thinking skills are emphasized and
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and supervisors to talk through challenges can
help. Most importantly, relying on faculty and
staff members and making them part of your
learning and growth process in ethics brings
everybody together. Suzanne Blake frequently

deliberately linked to the moral realm. Values and ethics
undergird critical thought by connecting the personal to
the more-academic topics and concepts. Critical thinking
and learning take place as students are encouraged to
articulate and test their true perceptions of the world,
forming and defending authentic opinions.

Trusting relationships. The perceptions and

opinions students volunteer will only be authentic in an
environment where they feel trusted and can really speak
their minds. Students in the schools the institute visited
develop trust through strong relationships with people
who are committed to honest self-examination and try to
model that quality in all their interactions.

Culture of open feedback. For adults to build strong,
successful relationships with students, the same high
levels of trust must permeate faculty relationships. In the
majority of the schools, teachers are clearly empowered
to be bold learners. They speak their minds without
reprisal, try different approaches without rebuke, take
risks with support, and receive feedback and criticism as
expressions of caring.

Trustees as keepers of the moral compass. If there
is a source from which trust most effectively evolves in



provides opportunities for her teachers to
reason through ethical dilemmas. “I [ask],
‘What would you do?” she said. She’s also
willing to share what she would do and to talk
about different points of view and possibili-
ties. “I talk about how I think, and I share my
thinking,” she said, adding that, “ [ want them
to know about me.”

actions seemed unfair and unwarranted.
Although perhaps he was tempted to
make an example of the teacher, because
of the public clamor for justice, the harsh
scrutiny of the media, and his own strong
feelings on the issue, Waybright reprimanded ‘
the teacher behind closed doors and with- relationsnips
out external discussion. His ethics, in other i b

words, prevented Waybright from using the

Ethics in Practice

Waybright noted that the JROTC controversy
didn’t go away overnight, but he stayed true to
his beliefs. He tried to be open with the media
and consistent in his point of view that stu-
dents shouldn’t be exploited to score political
points. He said that this basic ethical position

teacher to make a point. This, after all, struck OMIUNLLY 15
at the heart of the controversy and was the not without
very treatment he wanted to discourage in his »
school. “You can’t let circumstances dictate,
he explained. “Kindness, being respectful to lall
one another—that shapes who you are as a

person and who you are as the leader.” PL
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compelled him to hold the teacher account-
able. But his reasoning wasn't black and white:
he also felt a strong responsibility to respect
the privacy of individuals, even teachers whose

a school, it may be from the trustees. Despite a mostly
behind-the-scenes presence, participating schools’
trustees view their primary role as developing and
sustaining the trust level of the school.

Tone at the top. The most important conduit for trust

is the head of the school. Students, faculty members,
trustees, and parents frequently noted and appreciated
the ethical actions, decisions, and communication of the
school head.

Tolerance for ambiguity. Is trust conveyed simply
through incantation of a philosophy? Not in these
schools. Specific codes of ethics and values may or

may not be articulated, but heads and other adults in

the environment model and live “trust”: they trust their
collaboration and processes, they trust that they'll
sometimes get stuck and that they’ll constantly have
doubts, and they trust their personal ability to think things
through and their personal commitment to see things
through.

Professional development from the ranks. In many
of these schools, teachers are expected to trust their
professional judgment and share it, just as they expect
students to contribute their very best perceptions,

Paula Mirk (pmirk@globalethics.org) is the director of
education at the Institute for Global Ethics in Rockland, ME.

opinions, and understanding. These educators readily
build on colleagues’ or students’ learning in a creative
synergy, rather than feeling competitive or defensive.

Authentic student input. Teachers and other adults
naturally and expertly welcome serious student input in
a variety of aspects of these school communities. They
trust their students’ ability to make good decisions.

Growth, not punishment. Disciplinary approaches
are the most consistent area of student input across
these schools. Students are trusted to provide effective
feedback and consequences that educate, rather than
punish, fellow students who have broken the rules.

The Schools of Integrity Project was funded by the John
Templeton Foundation and the Esther A. and Joseph
Klingenstein Fund. To read a copy of the report, visit
www.globalethics.org/resources/Schools-of-Integrity
-Report/80

For more information about implementation, visit
www.globalethics.org/ethical-literacy-approach.php
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