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Area One: Maintaining a Focus on Learning for All

Objective: To determine the degree to which the candidate regards high 
levels of learning for all students as the core role of the building principal and 
to discover the conceptual framework and basic philosophy that will guide his 
or her decision making

Rationale: What a principal does is of critical importance, but anticipating what 
a candidate will do once hired is difficult. Of primary importance is the degree 
to which the candidate views learning as the fundamental purpose of schools 
and how he or she plans to embed a learning culture throughout the school. 

1. Imagine a new parent is from out of state. This parent is moving to 
town and planning to enroll her first child into your elementary school. 
The visitor asks you to explain the role of the principal. How would you 
respond?

2. Parents often have concerns. How would you respond to this concern: 
“How will I know my child will be taught the state standards? What 
evidence will I have as a parent that my child will be taught and has 
learned the state standards?”

3. Respond to this scenario: as you examine student achievement data, it 
becomes clear that homework and grading practices are contributing to high 
failure rates in grades four and five. How would you approach this issue?

4. Respond to this scenario: you’ve heard staff commenting that they 
just don’t have enough time to teach science and social studies. They 
just can’t fit it in. Parents are complaining that their children aren’t 
receiving instruction in science and social studies. Fifth-grade teachers are 
frustrated because the kids are unprepared to take the state science test 
in fifth grade. How would you approach this issue?

5. How would you respond to a parent who feels that even though her 
child is making very good grades, the child is under-learning?

Area Two: Creating a Collaborative Culture Utilizing  
High-Performing Teams

Objective: To determine the candidate’s: (1) knowledge and commitment 
regarding utilizing collaborative teams, (2) expectations regarding what 
teams would be expected to do, and (3) view of the principal’s role in helping 
teams become high-performing collaborative teams

Rationale: Creating a collaborative culture throughout an entire district depends, 
to a great degree, on each principal’s skill at organizing his or her school into 
highly effective collaborative teams and then focusing those teams on answering 
the critical questions of learning and analyzing student work in an effort to 
improve their own professional practice as well as the learning of their students. 

Figure 4.6: Sample Principal Interview Questions 
Aligned with a Learning Mission
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1. How would you respond to this teacher’s comment: “I didn’t go into 
teaching to be part of a collaborative team. I went into teaching to teach 
students. If others want to be on a team, that’s fine, but just give me my 
students and let me teach them. Oh, by the way, my kids are missing out 
on instructional time during the Monday-morning late starts.”

2. What do you think the fundamental problem might be in this scenario: 
a faculty member tells you in private that the team meetings and PLC 
Monday late starts are pretty much a waste of time. She states that her 
team really doesn’t see the benefit to spending time analyzing student 
work. In her team meetings, teachers mainly just talk about their day 
or share frustrations about certain students and the new curricular 
materials. Team time could better be used if teachers were left on their 
own to grade papers and do lesson plans.

3. How would you go about helping a team that is struggling with 
analyzing student work and basically sees little connection between the 
collaborative process and improved student learning? 

Area Three: Driving Continuous Improvement and a Focus on Results

Objective: To determine the degree to which the candidate is passionate and 
committed to developing a culture of continuous improvement and a focus 
on results

Rationale: In successful districts, the mission of ensuring high levels of 
learning for all students lies at the heart of not only how decisions are 
made, but how results are measured. This requires principals who are results 
oriented and constantly striving to improve their schools.

1. At the end of your first year as principal, what do you think would be a 
reasonable way to judge your effectiveness? At the end of three years?

2. How would you proceed if you overheard a teacher make the following 
comment to a new staff member: “You don’t have to pay any attention 
to the team-developed SMART goals or the learning improvement plan. 
No one pays any attention to them. As a team, we just need to get 
something turned in and forget about it.”

3. It has often been said that too much attention is paid to making sure 
students score well on high-stakes state summative assessments. How 
would you respond to this comment: “The teachers at this school are just 
teaching to the test.” 

Area Four: Providing and Developing Leadership

Objective: To determine (1) the candidate’s commitment to strong, 
simultaneous loose-tight leadership; (2) the candidate’s understanding 
of which things leaders should be tight about and when leaders should 
encourage empowerment, autonomy, and experimentation; (3) the 
candidate’s potential to shape school culture, motivate, and inspire
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Rationale: The quality of principal leadership is a key factor in school 
effectiveness, and the principalship is a key leadership position within the 
district. In the absence of high-quality leadership at the building level, 
critical district initiatives are destined to failure. Also, the role of the building 
principal is so complex and principals are responsible for so much, it is 
virtually impossible for even the hardest-working principal to be successful 
working alone. Therefore, principals must understand, believe in, and 
have the skills to disperse the leadership function throughout the building, 
especially by enhancing the role of team leader. 

1. Consider this scenario: you are having an informal dinner with a group 
of fellow principals, and the conversation centers on whether it is better 
to have strong top-down leadership or more bottom-up leadership by 
empowering the faculty and staff. After some initial discussion, someone 
in the group asks you to share your position. How would you respond?

2. A parent shares with you that he doesn’t really understand much of the 
terminology that is used by educators. For example, he asks, “So, what is 
the difference between a principal who is an instructional leader and one 
who is a learning leader?” How would you respond?

3. It’s been said that leaders monitor the things they care about the most. 
As principal, what would be the focus of your monitoring efforts, and 
how would you go about that task?

4. Respond to this scenario: a teacher visits you to complain about teachers 
being singled out for public recognition. The teacher makes the point 
that this is supposed to be a team effort, and that the principal is 
destroying faculty spirit by singling individual teachers out for public 
praise. What are your basic beliefs regarding celebrations, praise, and 
public recognition of students, faculty, and staff?

5. At your initial faculty meeting as the new principal, you are asked, “What 
kinds of things are you willing to confront individual faculty and staff 
about?” How would you respond?

6. How would you handle the following situation? The faculty of your 
school has adopted a shared commitment that states: “We will provide 
evidence that our students have mastered state and district standards.” 
At the end of the second grading period, you check the grade 
distribution of individual teachers, and you notice that one teacher has 
marked 35 percent of her students as not meeting the standard. 

7. A friend who happens to be a professor at an area university has asked 
you to speak to her graduate class in educational administration. She 
would like for you to make three main points on your view about 
leadership and then take questions. Elaborate a little on the three points 
you would make and why you would choose these particular points.
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1. You have been asked by a state professional organization to write a brief 
article on the topic of what effective leaders do to motivate and inspire. 
What are some things you would be sure to include in your article?

Area Five: Building Strong Parent and Community Relations

Objective: To determine the degree the candidate will be creative and 
proactive in creating high-quality parent and community relationships

Rationale: A successful PLC district prides itself on its excellent parent and 
community relations. Additionally, study after study of effective schools 
points to the important role of parents in an effective school culture. 
The building principal plays a key role in developing the tone of these 
relationships as well as specific parent and community initiatives.

1. Suppose that in your first meeting with the president of the parent-
teacher association, the parent shares with you that many parents feel 
that what the school really wants is their money and help—but not their 
“interference” in classrooms. What examples could you give this parent 
to provide reassurance that under your leadership, this school would 
welcome parental input and involvement?

2. In a meeting with the superintendent, you realize that the expectation 
within the district is for a creative and proactive approach to parent 
and community relations. How would you proceed in developing an 
exemplary program? What are some key elements in an exemplary 
parent and community relations program? 

3. In a faculty meeting, the topic of discussion centers on involving parents 
in educational decisions about their children. One faculty member states, 
“This is an improper role of parents. It’s the school’s job to deal with 
educational issues and the parents’ job to support the school’s efforts.” 
How would you respond?

Area Six: Ensuring Success 

Objective: To determine the degree to which the candidate has been 
successful in previous roles

Rationale: Successful principals have also been highly successful in previous 
roles. Of particular importance is the candidate’s success as a classroom 
teacher. There is no evidence that someone who performed in a rather 
mediocre way in previous roles will suddenly become a highly successful 
principal, if only given the opportunity. Candidates for a principal position 
should cite evidence beyond mere anecdotal examples when they “felt” they 
were successful. 

1. This district holds very high expectations for building principals. What 
evidence and examples can you cite that would lead us to conclude that 
you have been highly successful in previous roles?
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Area Seven: Managing Effectively

Objective: To determine (1) the candidate’s understanding of the difference 
between leadership and management and (2) the candidate’s ability and 
commitment to focus on both of these areas rather than choose one at the 
expense of the other

Rationale: While a successful district needs principals who are outstanding 
leaders, principals must also perform daily building tasks in a timely, high-
quality manner. Principals are expected to be valuable contributing members 
of the district leadership team who voice concerns and opinions, yet also 
model the collegiality the district expects from all staff. 

1. Respond to this scenario: a frequent topic in faculty meetings is the need 
to make sure students do their work on time and behave better. At the 
same time, you have noticed that many teachers are often late to staff 
meetings and workshops and talk to each other during the session. At 
one workshop you saw a teacher reading a magazine.

2. In our district, principals meet on a regular basis. One aspect of these 
meetings is to learn together. You have been asked to share with the 
group your thoughts about the difference between leadership and 
management. What are the basic points you would make?

3. Respond to this scenario: you are having dinner with a close friend who 
also happens to be a building principal. The friend confides that there 
simply isn’t enough time to get everything done and that he has let a 
number of things “slide.” Much of the work he turns in is late and not of 
the quality he would like. The friend explains that you simply have to do 
some things of less quality or even be late with your work if you’re going 
to focus on the things that really matter. How would you respond? What 
suggestions would you offer your friend?
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