
VPA	2016	Annual	Education	Leadership	Survey	Summary	
	
Thank	you	to	those	who	completed	the	Vermont	Principals’	Association	survey	this	fall.	The	invitation	to	
participate	in	our	18-question	survey	was	sent	to	over	750	education	leaders	around	the	state,	VPA	members	
and	non-members	alike.	
	
We	received	165	completed	surveys,	up	eleven	from	
last	year,	our	first	annual	–	and,	like	last	year,	a	22%	
response	rate.		
	
85%	of	respondents	are	Principals	(67%	or	
Assistant/Associate	Principals	(18%).	Most	of	the	‘other’	
titles	included	‘principal,’	director,’	or	‘head	of	school’	
so,	we	believe,	the	responses	arise	from	a	common	
professional	experience.	Thank	you	to	the	handful	of	
Athletic	Directors	(6%)	who	completed	the	survey.	
(maybe	we	should	do	one	specifically	designed	for	you?)	
	
This	year’s	survey	attempted	to:	
	

1. Establish	a	base-line	for	a	few	key	data	items	that	the	VPA	would	like	to	track	over	time	
2. Learn	more	about	the	actual	what	and	why	of	turnover	among	education	leaders	
3. Dig	deeper	into	the	specific	challenges	to	your	leadership	and	your	professional	development	

needs/interests.	
	
To	track	over	time:	
	
Membership	rates	are	critical	to	our	work	
	
Membership	rates	of	respondents:	91%	of	survey	respondents	are	VPA	members.	This	didn’t	change	from	last	
year	and	compares	well	to	the	VPA	professional	membership	rate	among	all	Vermont	Principals,	Heads	of	
School,	Tech	Center	Directors,	Assistant	&	Associate	Principals	and	Athletic	Directors.	Of	reported	members,	
60%	have	their	membership	dues	included	in	their	contract.	
	
Leaders’	self	assessments	on	scales	of	1	to	8	
	

Feeling	prepared	for	the	job:	 5.50	
	
Ability	to	effect	sustainable	change:	 5.94	 (5.70	last	year)	
	
Ability	to	be	proactive,	intentional	and	thoughtful	in	leadership:	 5.83	

	
	
Principal	Turnover:	



	
Twenty-nine	percent	(29%)	of	you	have	been	in	your	current	position	for	eight	years	or	more.	A	somewhat	
greater	number	of	you	are	in	your	first	or	second	year	(31%).	As	expected,	there	is	a	relatively	large	drop	in	the	
number	of	leaders	in	their	third	year	(from	18%	in	the	second	year	to	10%	currently	in	the	third).	This	is	followed	
by	a	slight	decline	each	year	from	then	on.	
	
Churn:	The	High	Cost	of	Principal	Turnover	

(2014 School Leaders Network publication) 

	
Lifestyle	–	the	Work	Week	
	
The	average	workweek	for	full-time	respondents	is	54	
hours.	The	most	common	response	to	the	question	
about	how	many	hours	you	work	per	week	was,	“50	
to	60.”	Other	comments	included,	“as	many	as	it	
takes”	“really?”	and	“a	ton.”	
	
It	is	interesting	to	note	the	long	workweek	AND	the	
many	comments	about	not	having	enough	time.	
	
	
Performance	Review	–	does	it	happen	and,	if	so,	is	it	thorough?	
	
72%	reported	having	received	a	performance	review	in	the	last	two	years.	28%	had	not.	
	
Of	the	93	comments	about	thoroughness	of	the	review,	59	were	positive	and	46	were	negative	(some	held	both	
sentiments)	
	
It	is	not	surprising	to	see	that	one	of	your	common	professional	development	interests	is	teacher/staff	
supervision	and	evaluation.	It	looks	like	this	is	highly	valued,	for	them	and	for	you.	
	
	
Networks	of	Support	
	
It	was	nice	to	see	that	90%	of	you	reach	out	for	help,	and/or	respond	to	peer	outreach,	a	few	times	a	month	
(67%)	or	at	least	once	a	month	(23%).	In	addition,	personal	Isolation	was	identified	least	often	among	the	
challenges	we	proposed	to	your	leadership	(10.5%).	(see	chart	below*)	
	
Many	comments,	too,	reflect	networks	of	support	within	your	school	and/or	in	your	district.	The	value	of	a	
mentor	–	at	least	for	the	first	year	or	two	–	is	mentioned	over	and	over.	The	Snelling	Center’s	VSLP,	the	League	
of	Innovative	Schools,	Vermont	Adult	Tech	Education	Association,	the	VPA	and	other	organizations	are	
resources,	too.	A	few	mentioned	on-line	resources	and	social	media.	



	
One	comment	was,	“Wow,	I	am	thrilled	to	be	asked	this	questions.	I	find	that	almost	no	one	understands	the	job	
or	the	hours.”	There	are	a	few	of	you	who	undoubtedly	experience	real	isolation.	If	you	don’t	mind,	we	will	
follow	up	with	those	of	you	who	sounded	dispirited.	
	
	
Professional	Development	Interests/Needs	and	Challenges	to	Leadership:	
	
The	responses	to	these	two	questions	were	consistently	and	intimately	related.	The	following	chart	reflects	the	
enormous	and	growing	burdens	of	responding	to	social	and	cultural	issues,	outside	and	inside	the	building	while	
trying	to	manage	limited,	and	sometimes	dwindling,	resources.	
	

	 	



	
To	complement	the	chart	above,	these	are	the	broad	categories	(many	interrelated)	that	emerged	from	
responses	to	the	open-ended	question	about	professional	development	interests.	These	are	offered,	generally,	
in	order	of	‘popularity’:	
	

• Leadership	and	school	culture:	change	creation	and	management,	instructional	leadership,	effective	
supervision	and	evaluation,	using	data	to	inform	action,	coaching	and	motivating	teachers,	shared	
leadership,	creating	a	collaborative	culture	of	learning	and	compassion	–	for	self	and	others	

	
• Trauma-informed	schools;	social/emotional	growth;	effects	of	poverty	on	learning	and	school	culture,	

better	coordination	of	organizations	and	support	services	
	

• Closing	the	achievement	gap;	Proficiency-Based	Learning,	Graduation	and	Technology	
	

• Budgets	and	resource	management	
	

• Policy	and	the	law:	Act	46,	special	ed,	professional	conduct	processes,	state	mandates,	athletic	eligibility	
policy,	professional	learning	communities,	and	more	

	
• Best	Practices	and	Examples	for:	restorative	Justice,	effective	discipline,	literacy	and	math	curricula,	

global	studies	curricula	
	
	
The	Principal	Pipeline	
	
Q:	Where	do	Principals	come	from?	A:	Teaching	
	
Probably	not	a	surprise,	and	this	was	anything	but	a	thorough,	scientific	study,	but	here	is	a	basic	assessment	of	
responses	to	Q1:	What	is	your	current	position?	And	Q3:	What	was	your	previous	position?	
	

Now:	107	Principals,	39	Assistant/Associate	Principals	and	31	‘other’	

Previous:	44	Principals,	36	Assistant/Associate	Principals,	49	TEACHERS	and	24	‘other’	

	
	
Working	with	Various	Constituencies	
	
It	appears	that	challenges	come	from	everywhere.	Next	time,	we’ll	take	an	asset-based	approach	to	this	inquiry.	



	
	
The	responses	to	‘other’	were,	mostly,	parents,	Central	Office/SU	and	state	agencies/legislature.	
	
	
Oh,	here’s	that	asset-based	data!	
	
What	do	you	love	about	your	job?	In	your	own	words:	
	
In	addition	to	many	responses	of,	“The	Kids!	The	Students!”	–		
	
− Love Kids and love to work with a great Team and great parent feedback! 

 
− Every day is different. The small changes I can see from the efforts I have put into it. 

 
− What makes my work worthwhile is to see the learning that takes place in our building. Staff and students 

are active learners. Our families see this and feel that their students are well cared for and educated. I believe 
in the direction we are taking. 
 

− What don't I love about my job? The students, staff and families are terrific. I am so fortunate to be the leader 
at a school focused on learning and caring for all.   
 

− The people, all constituencies. The opportunities to grow and lead a culture. 
 

− It's completely a act of service. The job is very hard; sometimes extremely hard. There is very little down time, 
if any (I am working all through the Thanksgiving Break!). But, together, staff and students are building 
something very unique in Rutland. Our students and teacher have done some absolutely amazing things. The 
school community really wants to make a difference, to "take action," and improve the world - local and 
global - for the better. I absolutely love being a contributor to this. I love playing a role in helping adults and 
students achieve beyond what they could ever imagine before. There is no doubt we are changing lives for 
the better. Who could ask for more?  It is all very rewarding.  
 

− I love working with young people. I love mentoring young people. I love collaborating with hard working, 
inspiring, innovative educators. I love using technology and the teaching others how to leverage technology 
to improve student engagement. What makes the work worthwhile for me is the ability to enable educators to 
do the work they feel called to do (remove barriers) and to support them in this hard work. 
 



− I love the opportunity to help direct a community to honor the strengths of all its individuals  
 

− My Administrative team and the kids are the best - this is a great place to work! 
 

− Having students excited about learning and teachers excited about teaching. 
 

− I love the small family atmosphere. Faculty and staff take seriously our motto of "Learning, Community, 
Respect." 
 

− The time, limited as it is, to focus on student learning, growth and development.  
 

− I love working with the students and teachers. Awakenings, realizations, and "ah ha moments" are some of 
the many things that make the work worthwhile. 
 

− Every day is different, every day is a good professional challenge, working as a team with others, and I love 
learning and putting what I have learned to use. I like watching kids reflect and be accountable. I like seeing 
hard work make a difference.  
 

− Working with students and teachers that are motivated to build a great educational experience. 
 

− I love the opportunity to serve this community - we have a deeply professional faculty & staff and an 
engaged, passionate community.  The work is worthwhile because of the team we have established and the 
opportunities to grow! 
 

− To make a difference in the future lives of children. To have a stake in strengthening our communities. To be 
a patriot, if unrecognized.   
 

− I have the best job in the world! After teaching for 21 years and being an assistant principal for 9 and dealing 
with the stressors that come with the AP job, to be an Activities Director is like dying and going to heaven. I 
work in a wonderful school system, with tremendous administrative and community support, beautiful 
facilities, and an amazingly talented student population...I get to organize and oversee hundreds of kids 
participating in a large and varied co-curricular program and I get paid very well to do it...what could be 
better? ;-) 
 

− Empowering students  
 

− Seeing the kids everyday. Interacting with them and helping them learn. Working with teachers.  Problem-
solving issues. 
 

− Kids, and playing a role in shaping and sustaining my community. 
 

− Celebrating together, so often we harp on what's not working and students and teachers are thriving in our 
school! 
 

− I love seeing students achieve and grow and not just academically. It's also gratifying to see a new teacher's 
confidence and skills rise.  Having a student or teacher give a genuine thank you. 
 

− Problem solving and creative solutions--finding hope and working to make education better--even if it's a 
pinprick of hope. 
 

− Service to students and staff. 
 

− Knowing that I am making decisions that make a positive difference in the lives of children makes the job 
worth it.  For example, seeing students excel in reading after providing teachers with two years of 
professional development in the Reader's Workshop model. 



 
− Helping students have the most positive school experience and leave happy and proud of their 

accomplishments. 
 

− Working everyday to improve the lives of the children I/we interact with on a daily basis.  
 

− The students, staff, and families! The positive impact that we can have on students! 
 

− The students, the faculty and support staff. 
 

− The students who display a joy for learning; Staff who embrace high expectations for themselves and our 
students. 
 

− I LOVE my job!  We are a haven for students who have had difficulty in other settings.  The very best part of 
my job is watching students who are anxious, under-confident, or who are coming from challenging social 
settings open up and start to reach their intellectual and personal potential 
 

− Less than three months in with students, I have been told by parents, staff, and students that the climate is 
better already this year. I lose focus of this when things are difficult. At the end of the week, if I can remind 
myself that I am making a positive difference in both schools, I know that the work that I am doing is 
worthwhile. I have many students who come to my office because they want to see me, not because they have 
to. 
 

− Children and families make this work worthwhile. I love looking at data to inform systems change and seeing 
the benefit of such change. I love supporting teachers who are passionate about their work, who take 
leadership and accountability in what they do. 
 

− I love when I sense that students (or others) appreciate being taken seriously and having their concerns 
heard. I am inspired when teachers (especially veteran teachers) share an "aha" about how they can improve 
their pedagogy. 
 

− Working with kids.  
 

− Each and every child! 
 

− I love knowing that children and families have a supportive school community that I am fostering.  
 

− I have never worked in a PK-12 building. I absolutely love it! Our kids and staff grow together and take care 
of one another. I travel 1 hour and 20 minutes each way to get here. That's why! 
 

− Supporting staff in students in their growth each day. 
 

− I love these kids. I love that I am gifted with their presence each day. I love that there are teachers that are 
kind, firm, and with high expectations that help these kids discover a love of learning. I love that teachers are 
shifting to understand that they are lead learners and that if they don't walk the walk of a learner kids will 
not be as willing to buy into their instruction. I love a strong leadership team that is invested in improving 
Tier 1 instruction.  I'll stop now...but there is more! 
 

− Love working with students and staff. Everyday is an adventure and I learn something new. 
 

− Greeting students every morning, finding successes for students, seeing teachers grow and successfully 
engage students, graduation smiles. 
 

− At the start of this year as a faculty we discussed what is our "purpose." Why do we do what we do everyday, 
through good times and tough times. We all agreed that we "change lives." That is why I have stayed in this 



sometimes difficult, demanding, and complex job for over 25 years as an Associate Principal, Co-Principal, 
and Principal.   
 

− Working with middle-schoolers and the adults who work with them. Loved the fast pace and variability of 
each day. Seeing the excitement from both students and staff as their new learning sparked creativity, 
forward thinking, and possibilities.   
 

− students   students  students and of course knowing that I am making a difference 
 

− I enjoy the relationships with students, faculty and staff, and most parents. The feeling of accomplishment for 
the benefit of others.  
 

− I am the principal of the elementary school in the community in which I live. This is a true honor. I get to 
interact with the children and families of my community on a daily basis both in and out of school, and I 
(fortunately) get great satisfaction from this. 
 

− I love being in constant communication with the students. Everything we do should be for the kids  
 

− Relationship; Watching everyone "grow/move/dance" through all stages of their lives, staff and students  
 

− Working with students and staff on large projects that will make a positive impact on learning. Reading to 
and with students and helping them with their work. Thinking with teachers about how to improve what we 
have. 
 

− Children; making a difference for them; providing outstanding teaching and learning to all our students; 
Reading to Kindergarten and 1st grade classes every week!!!  
 

− Seeing things come together after working on a project and seeing student athletes succeed in the athletic 
arena, in the classroom and most importantly in their community. 
 

− Creating opportunities for students to build positive connections and relationships to the school outside of 
the classroom.  
 

− Making positive changes in the day-to-day lives of students and supporting staff to do this meaningful work. 
 

− I love working with students through this period of their development.  They are figuring out their strengths 
and interests - and many are, for the first time, finding interest and success in an educational setting.  It is 
great to support and guide them through the process of self-discovery - even in the moments of challenge. 
 

− Seeing students inspired and engaged in learning  
 

− The children of course!  And knowing despite all the heartache we are doing this work for the right reason, 
they are our future! 
 

− Students and staff are great  
 

− The kids and going into classrooms to see great learning and teaching happening.  
 

− Making positive change in individual students, groups of students and ultimately producing a positive and 
productive community member. 
 

− Helping guide students and staff while continually focusing on what is in the best interest of students. 
 

− Every day is different. I can be the difference in someone’s life on any given day. 
 



− We commit to "what we have", not "what we wish we had"...we embrace everyone who comes through the 
door and own our opportunity to build the future within them. 
 

− Positively impacting the lives of young people. 
 

− Helping others to succeed. If I can make a difference in one kids day or for one staff member's day, then I go 
home feeling like I did a good day's work.  
 

− I love that I get to build relationships with students. The students that I may have to have a discussion with 
regarding their behaviors are the same ones who are happy to see me at their soccer game. If I can make a 
positive difference in one child's life and help them see what they are capable of, it is worth all the long hours. 
 

− I love being in a position to help make positive change and sustain successful efforts for our kids. 
 

− Helping clear the way so teachers can do the work  
 

− I love connecting with students and working with others who want to have a positive impact on their 
students. 
 

− Working with the people - all stakeholders.  The children bring much joy to my life and my job.  
 

− I love the students who are challenging in the most positive ways, my staff who go above and beyond for 
students, and my administrative team who isn't afraid to tackle the tough issues in a collaborative manner.  
 

− I get to see students develop based on the work we do as a school and as individuals collectively. 
 

− Every day I am excited to get up to go to work. Every day is an adventure. There are always problems to 
solve, joyful moments with students and staff, and sense of accomplishment when the day is done; I follow 
the Mark Twain reference to "eating a frog" every morning. I try to take care of the difficult, challenging tasks 
first thing in the day so I can appreciate the rest of the day. 
 

− I love the staff and students. There is a true dedication to all students and the community is positive and 
supportive. 
 

− The ability to help young minds grow. 
 

− Every day is a new day. I see students at their best and their worst, Sometimes that's the same student on 
different days. There is so much potential for growth and change. 
 

− I love helping children and adults work towards self-actualizing academically and professionally. I see my 
job as removing barriers and connecting people to resources so students can learn and adults can facilitate 
learning.    
 

− Working with kids, solving problems, developing new programs to meet the needs of students  
 

− I love watching growth of students and staff. 
 

− I really enjoy helping students, teachers, staff, and families resolve problems; I like to see collaborative efforts 
on the parts of staff and students; I love the people with whom I work; I love that this work is so important to 
our society, our democracy, and to individual students and families. 
 

− The ability to make a difference in the lives of children - particularly those who are in need of a 
model/mentor connection. The challenge of helping adults explore their beliefs/ mental models and they, 
too, continue to grow. Connecting with others who are doing this same important work.  For many of our 
children we are their safe place where they are always "encouraged, fed, nurtured, warm, and appreciated'! 



 
− The kids and positive feedback from stakeholders. 

 
− The students, faculty and staff. 

 
− Every day is different!  The variety of the work is stimulating. I love supporting staff and students and 

making a difference for children. It's incredible to see all of the amazing learning that happens in our school 
on a daily basis. I am also well paid for my efforts.   
 

− Working with the kids. Building systems that are successful. 
 

− That on any one day a student (past or present) will come to my office and thank me for helping them. That 
makes my job all worthwhile! 
 

− Anything is possible, every day some one could learn how to read, or add :) 
 

− Seeing the positive changes in student behavior and learning  
 

− I love being at meetings (EST, 504, SPED, Team, Data) to find ways to help support all our students in my 
school.  I love school events where we welcome our community members to be apart of our learning such as 
the Veterans Day dessert social, parent night, back to school picnics, kindergarten picnic, open house, parent 
conferences, Thanksgiving Feast, fire prevention and other our last day staff entertainment for our students 
and parents. 
 

− Working with students  
 

− Watching students grow and prosper! 
 

− The students and my staff. 
 

− Students and their achievement  
 

− Relationships with students, staff, and faculty  
 

− Right now the challenge of developing a rigorous program for all students.  
 

− The kids!  I love seeing the students work together and with their teachers to develop a deep understanding 
of their learning.  When students walk across the stage at graduation, we are all so proud of them.   
 

− I worked with 6-12th graders for 32 year and am now working with K-6. They are so cute, innocent, and eager 
it's like playing with puppies. How could you not smile? And my staff is so amazingly caring and dedicated 
that they are a joy to work with. 
 

− Watching and hopefully helping students learn and grow personally and professionally. 
 

− My staff, my superintendent, my board and my community are all exceptional.  I am very fortunate (and 
selective) regarding who I surround myself with to ensure student learning and support.  Additionally, VPA 
PL&S has given me opportunities for networking with others in the state. 
 

− The administrative staff I work with are very supportive and skilled which makes my job a lot easier. 
 

− The students, the staff and knowing that I can make a difference in each of their lives with a smile and 
encouraging word and showing my appreciation for them. 
 

− The work that improves achievement and creates safe learning environments for my students. 



 
− I love the closeness of my school community. The staff is amazingly hard-working and dedicated to their 

profession. They are always willing to think outside the box and go above and beyond on behalf of the 
students.  We are working to shift the culture to one in which students support one another in learning and in 
life. I love holding safe the vision of what we want to be as a learning environment and being a person who 
can help make that a reality. Every teacher and student deserves to work and have fun in that kind of 
environment. 
 

− Helping students and staff and knowing that I can positively make a difference  
 

− Our students are running into school in the morning and feel strong ownership in our school.  I love 
watching teachers, staff and students grow and learn.  I love helping teachers improve their teaching.  I feel 
very strong support from our community, too.  As I write the buzz of student learning can be heard from our 
library.  This is a special place. 
 

− The variety. It is never boring. I have impact in the classroom directly as well as on the school as a whole (as a 
half-time administrator) 
 

− Seeing students succeed at becoming self-directed learners. 
 

− The school is small and the community is amazing.  We are very tuned in to the student as a whole and work 
hard to support students to be the very best, well-rounded individuals they can be.   
 

− The fact that no two days of work are the same. I enjoy working with people and attempting to figure out 
what they need and how I can help facilitate change  
 

− Students and great teaching. Feeling I am supportive of good change and great instruction  
 

− Every day is different :) 
 

− The students, the staff, the parents,, and the Board. Knowing that students are growing a little bit each day in 
all facets. 
 

− This is a hard question because it seems as though the deck is stack against us due to the heroin problem and 
so many young children now in foster care. There are many days when I feel like a social worker and not an 
educational leader. I still enjoy interacting with students. 
 

− I love working with the kids. I think we have great kids. Watching them succeed on and of the playing fields.  
 

− Working with students to support their learning, working with amazing teachers. 
 

− Reasonably well compensated; reasonable level of autonomy but act 46 is a challenge; by acting out of desire 
to help kids and marginalizing those who don’t, I can change kids’ lives for the better; I am grateful its my 
hand on the button and not a less trustworthy person in it for all the wrong reasons 
 

− KIDS!!!!! Awesome Staff!!!!! 
 

− I love the kids, the educators, the parents, the community members, the variety of tasks, the integrity of the 
mission, the school environment, the creativity of problem-solving, the opportunity to move constantly 
between the big picture and the details, the constant opportunity to grow and the importance of the role. I 
love being a principal!! 
 

− The students, seeing initiatives through to completion, and seeing students succeed  
 



− Colleagues, students, and the opportunity to help make individual lives turn out better and happier, and to 
make communities stronger and better.  
 

− My students, my staff and my families. 
 

− I love the variety of my role.   The mix of working with students and adults is interesting.  You never know 
what problem or challenge will come through the door --so it keeps me on my toes. 
 

− Making a difference  
 

− The students, the staff, and the long-term positive outcomes that come with a sustained leadership team. 
 

− I love that I get to know my students and their families on such a personal level.  I love having the students 
for multiple years.  I love having such small class size. I love the trust the community places in me.  I love the 
impact we have on students that is long lasting.  I love that my former students come back to tell me what a 
special school we have.  I could go on forever!  
 

− Working directly with the students, and developing ideas together to improve the culture and outcomes for 
our students. 
 

− Working with kids every day 
 
Empowering parents to become involved in their child's learning 
 
Building relationships with students, staff, and families  
 

− I love working with children, families and teachers, even when I need to address things and solve problems. I 
feel as though I make a difference somewhere, somehow, every day.  
 

− Every day is different and working with the students is amazing. 
 

− I love the fact that every day brings new challenges and that no two days are the same.  I love trying to build 
consensus, momentum, and meaningful change. 
 

− The kids!!! ...and a sense that I am helping create a better future and world.  
 

− Working with kids who are interested in improving and becoming invested in the school community. 
 

− I love working with the positive people who enjoy their work. The students bring smiles to my face and 
watching them present at their student led conferences is an example of why I love to come to school. I was so 
proud of what I observed. 
 

− The students love being here, it makes teaching them very easy. 
 

− The students, staff and community  
 

− Trying to make it a better system for students and faculty. 
 

− Following contact with the mentee, observing changes that take place and the increased comfort level of the 
principal.  
 

− Partnering with staff to provide the best educational experience we can for the students of our town. The 
good work we are doing for students. The relationships and care we provide to students. 

	
	



And,	here’s	a	little	‘word	cloud,’	or	five,	summarizing	the	adjectives	you	shared	about	your	school	climate:	
	

	
	
Thank	you	for	your	tremendous	dedication	to	education,	your	staff	and	Vermont’s	kids.	The	Vermont	Principals’	
Association	appreciates	your	help	as	we	support	the	profession	by	understanding.	(12/10/16)	


