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Strategy Three: Message and Brand
YOUR BRAND 

We all know that stories and anecdotes are more telling in creating and sustaining commitments than is data 
alone. Nowhere is this truer than in the image of yourself. There is a “rap” out there on all leaders, including 
principals. “She hasn’t got a clue” or “He’s too busy with paperwork to help anyone” or “He’ll leave you alone 
unless you rock the boat or really screw up” OR “She’s here to help and it’s great!”

You say you’re all about kids – but are you spending your time out in the community or in your office instead 
of classrooms (where the kids are)?

The trick with brand is to know what the rap is on you – and how that differs from what you want it to be. 
The initial turnaround leadership assessment that was worked on at the first part of the conference may have 
brought some things to the forefront.

For your turnaround design, you need for your own “positioning” to be purposeful and in many cases different 
from the brand you now have. You need, for example to express that you are:

•  Willing to be forceful with everyone on what they must do to achieve the target.

• Clear that achievement for kids for you comes ahead of everything else - including being well liked by 
everyone, recognition, sense of power, etc.

• Purposeful and confident - that by taking the steps in your plan that the school will hit its target.

How you want to be seen

• Deciding what you want people to say about you relative to turnaround leadership and then making that 
happen.

• How you spend time and what meaning you want people to get from that.

• How you build and sustain energy, commitment, and a belief that if people make changes needed that the 
target results will be achieved.

YOUR MESSAGE

Let’s start with your turnaround message. You need one! Schools often have mission and vision statements 
that get printed out and posted on walls – and forgotten. These are word-smithed, lofty, jargon-filled – and 
don’t mean much to kids, teacher, families.

Great messages rely on the following criteria:

• Connected to Targets
• Positive Language – 4 words to avoid: Accountability - Performance; Compliance – Responsibility; 

Monitoring – Helping; Evaluating – Verifying 
• Individualized and idiosyncratic 
• Timely
• Geared to Intervene 
• Personal to Leadership
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Two great examples:

Gillian Williams’  “Everyone Achieves…No Exceptions, No Excuses” 
was highly strategic to eliminate the constant sentiment that the school was not really failing given the 
demographics of the neighborhood.  In this case, Gillian asked the faculty and staff if they would buy in to the 
message and they did. She then used it, forcefully, to stop the excuses.  “Remember our motto - you can’t say 
that anymore. You may have thought in the past it was an explanation. Now, it’s just an excuse.”

Tony Amato’s “We’ll never be last again” 
said it all in Hartford, CT where everyone (not just school personnel but citizens) were so tired of always being 
last. It was a gutsy, energizing imperative statement, which left no room for doubt. It was also strategic in that 
it gave Tony a way to set a target. (“I need 10% from you this year. If you only get 7% we might still be last. 
New Haven or Bridgeport might get that much and stay just ahead of us.”)  And it gave him a way in as an 
intervention agent:  “I’m sorry to be so strong but we just can’t keep doing what we’ve been doing. If we do, 
we’ll be last again.”

How Will You Spread the Word?

Your message does you little good if left on a flip chart in the staff room after your first faculty meeting. 
You need to get it out to the troops. Indeed, experience is clear that sharing targets widely increases the 
probability they will be hit. Think now about how you will sell your message. Your “early adapters” who will
most quickly get the message and help you to spread it. How can you best make use of these agents, which 
may have credibility with their peers than do you?

Research on respondents to messages suggests they divide into three groups:

Early Adapters.  This is the small (generally 10-15%) of your school staff that will go first in changing what 
they think and do.  These people are your front line for change.  Define what appeals to them and gear your 
message to them.   

Mainstream.  These are the people who will not go first but will come along next. In general, the mainstream 
divides into two groups. One is those who will come along once early adapters do so. They just have to see 
others go first. The second group has some general reason why they won’t join in change and you have to 
figure out what it is and address it.     

Laggards.   These are the people who are very resistant to change. They may well be vocal but they tend 
to repeat concerns and criticisms – even when asking questions. You may or may not get them hooked on 
change at a later point. 

Sample Messages:
• Participation + _____________ = Domination! What’s Your Variable?

• No Limits, No Barriers, No Excuses!

• AYG! We Can Do This! Achieve Your Goal!

• SUCCESS: Can You Hear Me Now?

• MPH

• It’s Up to Me – Achievement Now!
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Authors Academy News

U P C O M I N G  D A T E S

10/15 Visit from Superintendent

Kindergarten Parent Workshop

Author Assemblies for Grades 1-2

10/16 Core Leadership Retreat

10/17 New York Cares Day - 9:00-3:00 p.m.

10/20 Half-Day for Professional Development

Principal’s Message
 Gillian Williams

As students realize that we mean business

– as in the expectations for work and behavior –

for the entire school year, they are bound to push

the limits.  That means that we are at a critical

juncture.  When kids stop doing homework, start

shoving in line, arrive late – what are we to do?  It

is easiest to say, “He doesn’t get support at

home,” or  “She’s too far behind,” or “I’ve tried

reaching him but he doesn’t care, “ or… The list

goes on.  I know I’ve had my own moments with

children who have caused me to say or think

these kinds of things.

BUT if we say these things how does that

fit with our commitment to Everyone Achieves.  No

Exceptions.  No Excuses.  It doesn’t.  Which

brings me back to where we are now.  A tough

place.  We need to remind ourselves as children

push our limits that our reactions are key to what

students go on to do next.  So what options do we

have instead of saying the things that are easiest

to say?

Announcements

Ms. A:  Thank you to the kind person who donated

the videos to the Staff Resource Room.

Ms. S:  I have Spanish reading books in my room.

I am giving them away.  If you need them for your

students you can gladly have them.  Please pass

by room 406 and have a look!

Ms. L:  I suggest “we” donate 50 cents for the

coffee and services provided by Ms. A so

graciously in the new teachers’ room.

(Reminder:  Submission Forms are available

on the counter in the main office!)

Highlights for the Day
 •   Ms. S went all the way downtown to the    
     Children’s Library to get us a picture of David   
     Adler – the author of the Cam Jansen series 

     so that we could have it for our Author Studies!    
     Thank you!

• Mr. G picked up supplies for New York Cares 
Day so that we can all participate on Saturday!

Thank you! 
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SS DILLOW SHINING STARS 
 

Students – You are the shining stars 
You are upward bound 

Gonna be right there on that stage 
In your cap and gown 

 
Teachers – You are the shining stars 

Don’t you go away 
Cause it’s you who are the ones 

That can light the way 
 

Parents – You are the shining stars 
We know that it’s true 

Gotta be standing side by side 
Until our work is through 

 
Dillow – We are shining stars 

And we are upward bound 
 

Dillow – We are shining stars 
And we are upward bound 

 


