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Stephen Curry is the reigning 
NBA Most Valuable Player, and as I write 
this, his Warriors were in pursuit of what 
would become the best record in NBA his-
tory. Yet, when interviewed by Time maga-
zine, he said, “You can expect me to keep 
getting better.”  

It is this same attitude of constant im-
provement that school leaders need to 
embrace, and I’d like to offer some best 
practices, tools and resources in the area of 
communication that can help school lead-
ers become master communicators for the 
benefit of our students and learning com-
munities.

To lead is to communicate. Effective 
leaders give careful thought to the message, 
the methods, and their modeling of quality 
communication to build a strong learning 
community. In fact, it is these three areas 
of communication that deserve our consid-
eration if we hope to move our communi-

ties to great heights. Let’s dig a little deeper 
into each of these elements.

An inspiring message
The first task of a school or district leader 

is to craft a vision of the future of the orga-
nization. Leaders must be able to help their 
staff and community answer the question, 
“Where are we going as an organization?”  

In “Good to Great,’ Jim Collins deter-
mined that the most successful organiza-
tions answered another question to help 
clarify their purpose: “What does our 
school or organization do that possibly no 
other school or organization in the world 
can do?” 

Crafting this message sometimes be-
gins with the leader alone or with a guid-
ing coalition. However, that initial foray 
into vision creation must be massaged and 
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modified with input from the wider school 
community.

I recently opened Camarena Elementary 
School in Chula Vista and started by draft-
ing the mission, vision and values that I was 
striving to accomplish. Some of the origi-
nal document has survived three years later, 
while other aspects of that direction have 
been changed and improved because of the 
ideas of community members and staff.   

An instructional focus on digital lit-
eracy shifted to visible learning because of 
Cynthia Orr, our assistant principal, who 
introduced us to the work of John Hattie. 
This idea further developed into a focus on 
learners taking ownership of their learning 
as more and more staff engaged with the 
work and thinking.

As you go about crafting a message to in-
spire your school and district community, 
you will be communicating both long-term 
goals such as mission, vision or values, 
and an immediate instructional focus to 
pinpoint your work. If you hope to inspire 
yourself and others, consider these ele-
ments of “sticky” ideas  based on Chip and 
Dan Heath’s book “Made to Stick”:

• Simplicity: What is the essential core of 
your idea? Your choice of the focus of your 
organization is necessarily limiting and 
exclusionary of other things that might be 
useful. And, that’s a good thing. You can’t 
possibly do everything well, but you can 
do a small number of things at a high level 
with disciplined thought and action. 

• Unexpectedness: Your ideas must gen-
erate surprise, interest and curiosity. The 
status quo may seem suff icient, but not 
many of us will get out of bed to maintain 
the status quo. How do we get our audience 
to pay attention to our ideas, and how do we 
maintain their interest when we need time 
to get the ideas across?

• Concreteness:  Vague platitudes will 
lead to directionless action.  Avoid jargon 
and buzzwords and use concrete images, 
since our brains are wired to remember 
concrete data. Read your language to non 
educators to ensure understanding. Con-
sider the effectiveness of proverbs like “A 
bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.” 

• Credibility: How do we make people 

believe our ideas? I’ll deal with this much 
more in the final section around modeling 
with integrity.  Often, an idea is given cred-
ibility based on the earned reputation of the 
deliverer.

• Emotions: How do we get people to 
care about our ideas? We are wired to feel 
things for people, not for abstractions. Be 
careful to consider the emotional triggers 
of your audience when crafting a message. 
Remember that the same emotions that 
motivate children don’t often work with 
adults and vice versa.

• Stories: How do we get people to act on 
our ideas? We tell stories.  Our ability to tell 
meaningful stories about the fulfillment of 
our hopes and dreams will go a long way 
in inspiring our teams to act in accordance 
with our vision and values.

As you go through the process of creat-
ing a message be sure to constantly work 
on synthesizing that message into a suc-
cinct phrase. The concept of an elevator 
speech is a useful analogy to help guide this 
process. Can you summarize the focus of 
your school in the amount of time it takes 
to ride an elevator? And we’re not talking 
the Dubai Towers here, but a rather modest 

sized building with a one-minute ride.  

Resources for an inspiring  
message

• Brief resource: Simon Sinek Ted Talk: 
ht t ps: //w w w.ted .com /ta l k s /s imon _
s inek _ how_ g reat _ leader s _ inspi re _
action?language=en.

• For deeper study: Essentialism: The Dis-
ciplined Pursuit of Less by Greg McKeown. 
(2014) Crown Business.

The most effective methods
Now that you have an inspiring message 

it’s time to deliver that message throughout 
your organization with the most effective 
methods. Opportunities for communica-
tion are ever present. Let’s talk about the 
modes of communication that must be em-
braced by every school and district leader 
and how to best maximize their effective-
ness.

• Face to Face: Formal and informal con-
versations make up the daily work of school 
leaders. The one communication skill that 
must be mastered, yet receives less attention 
than it deserves, is listening. 

Leaders often rise to high levels of re-

The leader who listens will build trust, gain respect, 

and find better ideas for the organization.
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sponsibility because of their great ideas and 
successful accomplishments. The danger-
ous pitfall in this scenario is that leaders 
may forget that others have ideas that are 
worthy of consideration. The leader who 
listens will build trust, gain respect, and 
find better ideas for the organization.  

A litmus test is to think about how often 
you interrupt someone before they finish a 
conversation. I’m raising my hand in guilt, 

as I have done this far too many times. That 
action sends a message loud and clear, “I 
have all the big ideas, and you are not im-
portant.”

“Liberators are more than just good lis-
teners,” Liz Wiseman says in her book 
“Multipliers.” “They are ferocious listeners. 
They listen to feed their hunger for knowl-
edge. They listen to learn about what other 
people know and add it to their reservoir of 

knowledge.”
 • Meetings: So many lives have been 

shortened by ineffective meetings. Patrick 
Lencioni even wrote a book, “Death by 
Meeting.”  How did we get to this point? 
I believe we arrived here by forgetting the 
fundamentals of quality meetings: Clear 
Purpose, Defined Roles, Clear Outcomes 
and Systemic Follow-up. 

How does this meeting support the 
overall mission, vision and values of the 
organization? What would happen if we 
didn’t have this meeting? What outcomes 
are expected at the conclusion of this meet-
ing?  Answer these questions clearly, and 
you will find that well-designed meetings 
can lead participants to leave with more 
motivation and tools to continue their 
work. “How to Make Meetings Work” by 
Michael Doyle is a classic treatment of the 
fundamentals of productive gatherings.

• Presentations: Powerpointitis is a seri-
ous malady and it has nothing do with the 
pros and cons of PowerPoint, the product. 
It has everything to do with poor design of 
presentation slide decks and thoughtless 
planning that fails to consider audience and 
purpose. 

Powerpointitis can be solved by study-
ing the effective methods of presentations. 
What is the core message of my talk? What 
handouts – detailed information – do I 
want to leave with my audience? What vi-
suals, videos or quotes will enhance what I 
have to say?  

It’s imperative that leaders who give pre-
sentations take the time to improve their 
presentation skills in order to enhance the 
message of learning and student engage-
ment you are pursuing. “Presentation Zen” 
by Garr Reynolds is a great resource to help 
any speaker think differently about presen-
tations.

• Staff Information Sharing: Email is a 
horrible way to communicate in large or-
ganizations. Several years ago, I read a post 
by Scott McLeod, a blogging principal who 
had moved his staff communication to a 
Wordpress blog. 

I have since followed this model at my 
past two schools, and it is superior to email 
communication for several reasons. The in-
formation that is shared is in one, search-
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able location. You can also categorize and 
tag posts for easy retrieval. Staff doesn’t 
need to worry about email space running 
out because of a large file.  

A blog is a good place to share informa-
tion, directives and calendar information, 
but not as great for file sharing. Whether 
you settle on Google Drive, Dropbox, 
Wikispaces or some other service, you will 
need to determine the best way to share 
files in your organization.  

Once again, consider the needs of users, 
and analyze the strengths and weaknesses 
of information and knowledge sharing 
within your organization to determine the 
best process for your school or district.

• Community Website: The school web-
site can be a great tool to share what is going 
on in your school and provide opportunities 
for two-way communication with parents.  

At my last two schools, I have used 
Wordpress to create websites that rely on 
video and photos to tell our school’s story. It 

also allows parents easy access to respond to 
articles, ask questions, and contribute their 
ideas.  

School leaders need to take this tool seri-
ously, as it is often the primary place where 
your community will look for information 
about your school. The Camarena website is 
www.camarenaelementary.com, and don’t 
hesitate to search for other school websites 
to serve as models for clear communication. 

• Social Media: In their book, “Why So-
cial Media Matters: School Communica-
tion in the Digital Age,” Kitty Porterfield 
and Meg Carnes outline the benefits and 
best practices for leveraging social media 
for your school community. The most poi-
gnant reason in my opinion is, “If you don’t 
tell your story, someone else will.”  

Those who are fearful of engaging in so-
cial media because of well publicized fail-
ures and misuses are throwing the baby 
out with the bathwater. Social media can 
be harnessed for good to build investment 

and connections both in and outside of your 
school community.  Leadership from site 
and district officials is needed to make use 
of these great tools.

Resources for effective methods
• Brief resource: The Condensed Guide to 

Running Meetings by Amy Gallo: https://
hbr.org/2015/07/the-condensed-guide-to-
running-meetings.

• For deeper study: Made to Stick by Chip 
and Dan Heath. (2007) Random House.

Model of personal integrity
You now have an inspirational message, 

and you are honing the craft of using the 
most effective methods. You’ve almost ar-
rived at Ninja-level Communication Guru. 
We now turn to a more challenging and 
sometimes frightening subject – you. Effec-
tive communication often comes down to 
authenticity, trust and integrity. The cliché 
“Actions speak louder than words” is simply 

Those who are fearful of engaging in social media because of well publicized failures and 

misuses are throwing the baby out with the bathwater.
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true. So, let’s get real here and see if you can 
handle the truth. 

• If your message emphasizes learning, 
and you haven’t read a book in a year, you’re 
not a learner.

• If your message advocates for collabo-
ration, and you can’t point to anyone else’s 
ideas as a plank in your school platform, 
then you are not a collaborator.

• If your messages propose taking risks, 

and you haven’t failed at something re-
cently, then you are not a risk taker.

• If your message honors a work-life 
balance, and you are sending emails at all 
hours of the night, then you are not demon-
strating work-life balance. 

• If your message heralds the virtues of 
communication, and no one can articulate 
your school direction, then you are not a 
clear communicator.

Remember the quote credited to 19th 
century politician Lewis Cass: “People may 
doubt what you say, but they will always be-
lieve what you do.” If the lofty ideas of your 
school or organization are to be realized, 
your example will either serve as a catalyst 
for those ideas or they will die a quick death 
at the feet of your hypocrisy. 

Your honest appraisal of your current 
reality is the first step in crafting a com-
munication plan that is inspirational and 
effective, and your school community is 
counting on you to lead them to create a 
better future for their students. 

Resources for modeling with  
personal integrity

• Managing Yourself: Bringing out the Best 
in Your People by Liz Wiseman and Greg 
McKeown: https://hbr.org/2010/05/man-
aging-yourself-bringing-out-the-best-in-
your-people.

• For Deeper Study: Multipliers by Liz 
Wiseman with Greg McKeown. (2010) 
Harper Collins.

So now you have some tools, resources, 
and ideas that will help you become a stron-
ger communicator. Decide which of these 
areas is of greatest need now and craft a 
plan, a la Stephen Curry, to make yourself a 
stronger leader today.

Dan Winters is director of research, 
evaluation and accountability in 
Sweetwater Union High School District: 
@dfwinters.


