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 During the winter months, I use a pressure cooker to 

make soups and stews. However, if the top is removed at 

full pressure, there will be a big mess.  Over the past few 

years, schools have become pressure cookers sometimes 

without a lid, often leaving messes behind for school 

administrators to clean. 

 An article I recently read about a middle school 

principal exemplifies the current pressure cooker 

situation we are facing. He listed the ingredients that 

are stewing: staffing shortages, increased incidences of 

bullying and altercations between students, negative 

social media posts, contact tracing, threats to schools, Tik 

Tok challenges, parents questioning COVID protocols 

and masking requirements, opposing sides on DEI and 

critical race theory, and department of health updates 

that are at times contradictory, with little time allowed 

for implementation in schools. This principal’s message 

to his staff in January after the break was to take each day 

one at a time and survive it.  

 As administrators and leaders, we have all learned 

about different types of leadership, e.g. instructional, 

transactional, transformational, servant, distributive, 

and situational. The pandemic has added another type of 

leadership for which administrators are not fully prepared: 

“pressure cooker” leadership. School leaders are facing a 

once in a lifetime challenge with this pandemic. 

 Absent any preparation for pandemic management, 

how do we lead schools during a global crisis? The 

answer contains a double-edged sword. In all my Zoom 

meetings with principals around this state, I know that 

school leaders use their expertise, good judgment, and 

dedication to the profession to survive under pressure.  

School leaders know how to maneuver staff to cover 

classrooms. Like you, there were many times when I 

substituted in classrooms. School leaders know when 

and how to advocate for resources to help teachers and 

students. During the start of the pandemic, I distributed 

cellular hot spots to students so that they can access 

remote instruction. As leaders, we also listen to the 

understandable frustrations of their staff members, 

students, and parents since this pandemic has not been 

easy on anyone.

 Leading under pressure, however, also has a 

downside.  The past few years have taken a real toll 

among school leaders, and there is only so much that we 

can absorb. We have sacrificed weekends and family time 

to make calls telling students and staff that they have 

been exposed and must quarantine. Summer provided 

no relief either, since we cut our earned vacation time to 

help develop reopening plans that adhere to health and 

safety guidelines. It is no surprise that school leaders are 

considering retirement at an alarming rate.

 My friends in the private sector ask me how adminis-

trators are managing during the pandemic. I respond that 

we kept schools operating during remote, hybrid, and 

in-person learning. As professionals, we sacrificed per-

sonal time and energy for the greater good of the school 

community. Ultimately, we kept the lid on the pressure 

cooker without the ingredients spilling all over the place. 

 

Pressure Cooker Leadership
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 If you stop by school on any given morning, it’s likely you’ll see 

the school principal near the front entrance greeting students as they 

disembark from the big yellow buses and dash or saunter toward class. 

There might be a few footshakes, high fives, and elbow bumps among the 

energetic greetings of “Good morning!” and “Have a fantastic day!”

 Behind the scenes, though, the voices of today’s school leaders 

sometimes sound a little different:

 “I remember just sobbing at the sheer pressure of making sure the staff and 

the students who were in school felt safe and supported.”

 
www.saanys.org

By Kim M. Smithgall

 
“Every Day Is Just            
Survival Right Now” 

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A SCHOOL LEADER:
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SURVIVAL

 “We have to be available 24/7, which 
means you’re checking your phone all the 
time, you’re checking your text messages. 
I’m having a hard time figuring out how to 
balance that so I can step away from my job 
— at least sometimes — to focus on taking 
care of myself. It’s a major struggle.”

 “I just worry. I worry about students 
making it. I know that I’m part of a 
team that’s accountable for all of these 
students — to make sure they do well in 
school. I worry about their grades. I’m 
looking at their grades all the time 
and their progress reports, calling 
home, meeting with students. But 
I worry about gaps. I worry about 
motivation. I worry about mental 
health.”

 “I don’t know if I’ve had a 
day without someone just yelling 
at me on the phone. You know, I 
understand their concerns. I’m not 
saying they’re wrong, but it’s the 
continuous day-in/day-out of just 
getting someone who’s so upset that 
they raised their voice… It gets a bit too 
much after a while.”

 “The most challenging day is when 
multiple students are in crisis behaviorally 
and so they’re angry and they’re acting out 
an d you’re trying to de-escalate. And 
you have to take time to de-escalate kids, 
right? You can’t just say, ‘Oh, you know, 
don’t be mad.’ So, it takes a while and then 
you have another one who really needs you, 
too. That’s been my toughest days — just 
trying to manage and triage kids who are 
really hurting…and giving them the time 
and the ear that they deserve. Because 
when I don’t give them the time to talk, it’s 
when it escalates even more.”

 “The bottom line is that every day is 
just survival right now — that’s what it 
is.”
 These are emotions and feelings 
that educational leaders didn’t find 
easy to share. In fact, most quickly back-
pedaled after sharing their thoughts, 
worried about being perceived as 
whiners in a time when everyone is 
likely feeling depleted.  
 “I don’t want people to feel 
like administrators are a bunch of 
complainers or that our lives are harder 

than anybody else’s,” one school leader 
said. “We know that people all over the 
world have all kinds of stressors and 
anxiety. But the one thing is, when 
you’re working with kids — anybody 
who is trying to help kids become better 
people — under normal circumstances, 
it stays with us. And for most of us, 
we think about those kids 24/7. So, 
now, the stress level of worrying 
about them now during COVID 
might make our jobs a little more 
unique than some other types of jobs.” 

 While school leaders and educators 
might want to shrug off the stresses, 
there’s value in hearing the stories 
and understanding that colleagues 
often share those same challenging 
experiences. And there’s value in others 
— those outside the schoolhouse doors 
— hearing the stories, as well. The 
shared understanding and empathy 
will provide a foundation to move 
forward, heal, and grow. 

  A DAY IN THE LIFE 

 Until recently, a day in the life of 
principals and other educational lead-
ers often started with contact tracing 
— an activity that could consume any-
where from a half hour to four or more 
hours each day as staff worked to find 
out who should be quarantined. 
 “In trying to find the cases, you 
would have to literally watch the 
video from the school buses,” recalled 
Charles Smilinich, principal of Dodge 
Elementary School in the Williamsville 
Central School District. “Just because 
there’s a seating chart doesn’t mean 
the student is sitting there. The 
student may get up and switch a seat, 
then another kid may switch a seat. 
You just can’t follow simple seating 
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charts and think that they reflect 
actual facts because then you could be 
quarantining a child who doesn’t need 
to be quarantined.”
 Similarly, school leaders could 
spend hours during the school day 
reviewing video footage from their 
cafeterias to see who was sitting 
within three feet (or six feet) of a 
COVID-positive or COVID-exposed 
student and then calculating how long 
students had their masks off. (Was it 
nine minutes and 55 seconds or maybe 

they hit the 10-minute maskless 
mark?)
  For Kevin Hulbert, executive 
principal of athletics, pre-K edu-
cation, and curriculum at AuSable 
Valley Central School District, 
there has been another layer added 
into the mix. Along with ensuring 
pre-K students are safe, happy, and 
learning, Hulbert is also coordinat-
ing all of the athletic events for 200 
to 300 students each sports season. 
  “On a typical day, I would go in 
around 9 a.m. because almost ev-

ery night, I’m working until 9 or 10 
p.m. for athletic events. First, I find out 
who is on the remote learning list and 
cross-reference that with our sports 
teams and then see if there are any 
games I have to reschedule. And then 
I’m looking at my email and phone 
messages to see if other schools need to 
reschedule games — something that’s 
become kind of routine,” he said. His 
pandemic workdays have also been 
consumed with continually checking 
who is academically eligible to play 
or practice and communicating with 
teachers, athletes, and parents about 
this — communication that often turns 
into long, detailed, and sometimes ex-
asperating explanations about the ev-
er-changing health department guide-
lines.
 Add in the contact tracing and 
health department paperwork. “For a 
while, on the weekends, that’s all we 
were doing. We could spend an entire 
Sunday just calling families, filling in 
the forms, and sending the information 
to the health department. In any given 
week, I might spend eight to 10 hours 
a week on that type of work,” Hulbert 
commented. “But for the principals in 
my district and the COVID coordinator, 
you could probably double that time.”
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 Granville Jr./Sr. High School 
principal Lisa Meade has experienced 
the same frustrations from parents — 
and completely understands. “I totally 
get why they’re mad. The CDC can 
say something that New York State 
doesn’t agree with and then we’ve got 
another problem when I have to follow 
the Washington County Public Health 
guidelines — and families are stuck 
in the middle. In the absence of clear 
information, people get frustrated, and 
rightly so.”
 For Eva Williams, principal of Van 
Duyn Elementary School in Syracuse, 
there’s also a lot of fear accompanying 
the frustration. “I probably spend at 
least 10 minutes with each family I 
call. I have to take the time to calm the 
anxiety and help them process the next 
step in the health piece that they’re 
dealing with and then to process what 
is next for schooling. It’s a whole cycle 
that I go through to help them calm 
down because for some families, the 
information is a blow to them and 
I need to build a relationship first,” 
Williams explained. “This may be 
the first real conversation with them 
one-on-one because I haven’t had the 
opportunities to meet and greet all 
of the families like I have in the past. 
I had one mom whose daughter has 
asthma and the child was exposed to 
COVID. The woman was in tears. I 
told her I wished I was there to hold 
her. She’s young — a mother in her 20s 
and I’m a grandmother. There’s a big 
difference in how I’m processing this 
information and how she’s processing 
her kindergartner being exposed. I 
gave her my cellphone number and 
told her I would call her that evening 
to see how she was doing. And I called 
her for three days in a row to check 
on her. It takes time and it takes a lot 
of emotional energy…but that’s okay 
because I have an empathetic heart 
and sometimes just asking those two or 
three extra questions about the needs 
of the family is exactly what’s needed 
to support that family.”

  SUPPORTING STUDENTS

 Williams and her fellow principals 
in schools across the state are also 
acutely aware of students’ needs, 
especially in the emotional and mental 

 By mid-morning or mid-
afternoon, Hulbert is more often than 
not turning to the task of filling in for 
ill staff members. “Lately, on a typical 
day, I’ll get a call from buildings and 
grounds department to say there 
aren’t any custodial workers or other 
staff available to set up the gym for a 
basketball game, for example. So, I’ll 
put it in my schedule to go and do that 
setup,” he said.

  PLUGGING THE HOLES 

 For building principals, plugging 
the staffing holes is likely taking place 
much earlier. 
 “The first few hours of a typical 
workday? They start around 8 or 9 
p.m. the night before when we find out 
how many teachers and staff we are 
short,” Smilinich said. “Here in Erie 
County, COVID is prevalent right now, 
so we could be seven to 15 people short 
throughout the building. Just after the 
winter holidays, we had a massive 
number of people out, including 14 
teachers… A lot of people are getting 
COVID for the second time…We’ve 
had to scramble to cover everything. 
We have principals in the district cov-
ering classrooms.”
 In the Riverhead Central School 
District, Roanoke Elementary School 
principal Thomas Payton has been 
forced to reassign staff to make 
sure classes are covered. “Wheth-
er it’s lunch monitors, teachers 
or teaching assistants, staff shortages 
present some of the biggest chal-
lenges,” he said. “We’ve had to 
go to our reading teachers and 
say, ‘You’ve got to cover this 
classroom.’ That’s a difficult 
thing — telling a professional 
that they’re not going to do their 
contracted job that day… We’re mov-
ing people around because, quite hon-
estly, there aren’t any subs. Our district 
pays more for a substitute teacher than 
most districts around us, so it’s not a 
case of the pay. It’s a lack of teachers 
who want to sub.” 
 Payton then moves on to filling 
the gaps in other areas of the building, 
which can mean he is stepping in 
himself. “I’ve covered more lunch 
duties than I can count. I swear, I think 
my title is ‘principal/lunch monitor,’” 

he mused.
 It’s a similar scene across the state 
and nation. For Harry Leonardatos, 
principal of Clarkstown High School 
North (Clarkstown Central School 
District), up to 25 percent or more of 
his staff have been out sick on some 
days. “That includes all areas, be-
tween clerical staff, school counselors, 
teachers, and teaching assistants,” 
Leonardatos said. “We try our best 
to fill the classes with substitutes, but 
that’s not always possible and we end 
up putting classes together in the au-
ditorium. And here’s another trick: we 
have to be careful not to exceed cer-
tain capacities in that space because 
those capacities have been modified 
for COVID requirements.”

  COMMUNICATING AND 
  SUPPORTING

 At some point in these chaotic 
days, school leaders must also find 
the time (and the mental energy) to 
communicate with families, as well as 
provide support for students and staff 
members. 
 The changing health guidelines 
have been especially challenging 
when it comes to working in part-
nership with families. Consider the 
recent whirlwind of changes: from six 
feet to three feet for social distancing, 
from 10 days to five days for quaran-

tining, from masking to nonmask-
ing, and back again…and every-

thing in between. Smilinich 
described encounters 

with parents he has 
built tremendous re-
lationships with over 
the last five years — 

encounters that would 
never have happened if not 

for the pain and stress of the pandem-
ic. 
 “Some families’ frustrations are 
coming out to the school nurses. 
In years past, this never would 
have happened; they would have 
completely understood that if a child 
is sick, we send them home. But now, 
it’s far different because we’re sending 
them home and parents are saying, 
‘My kid has the sniffles, why is he 
going home?’ And we have to say that 
we’re just following the rules.”
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 Even among the unprecedented 
stress caused by the pandemic, school 
leaders are finding ways to persevere. A 
common thread among their strategies? 
Drawing on relationships, strengthening 
current connections, and creating new 
ones. Shared experiences are vital…and 
a little laughter and joy also need to be 
part of the mix.
 As an elementary school principal 
in western New York, Charles Smilinich 
finds strength within a circle of three 
other principals in his district. “These 
are people I’ve grown close to over the 
years and we talk at least twice a day,” 
he said. “The four of us together are 
like an executive team. We discuss the 
problems that come up and bounce 
ideas off each other. We listen and 
support each other and know where 
we’re all coming from.”
 Eva Williams similarly depends on 
her colleagues in Syracuse. “We have 
a little team that communicates back 
and forth via texts,” she said. “You 
need that support from colleagues 
who understand what you’re going 
through and won’t lay judgment.”
 Thomas Payton, an elementary 
school principal in the Riverhead 
Central School District, also depends 
on his relationships — starting with 
his family. “I have a great family 
support system. I have three kids — 
all teenagers — who understand the 
situation. And my wife is a teacher 
in another building in the district, so 
she gets it, too. We really lean on each 
other,” he commented. “Another thing 
that has been helpful is that I’m very 
involved with SAANYS  and also very 
involved with the board of directors for 
the National Association of Elementary 
School Principals. These experiences 
have given me incredible contacts with 
principals throughout the state and 
throughout the country — principals 
who are going through the same things 
I am.”
 Technology plays a role in 
relationships that Granville Jr./Sr. 
High School principal Lisa Meade is 
building. “In addition to really trying to 
forge solid relationships with the other 
principals in my district, I’m also part 
of a principal Voxer group,” she said, 
explaining that Voxer is a walkie-talkie 

ANTIDOTES FOR PANDEMIC STRESS
app that allows users to talk in real 
time or to save messages. 
 The app has a number of 
advantages, including the ability to 
hear someone’s tone of voice (which 
can be lost in emails or texts), as well as 
being able to listen back to messages at 
any time. 
 “I can get in my car and listen to 
a bunch of sound messages and then 
can respond by clicking a button. It’s 
like the best therapy ever. We have 
around 10 principals in the group 
and they’re from all across the United 
States — Wisconsin, Minnesota, 
Kansas City, and some in New York. 
We share our concerns and help each 
other,” Meade said. “Between the in-
school principal group and the Voxer 
principal group, I have some great 
people to lean on.”
 Meade also finds it useful to focus 
on a few small tasks each day. “I make 
a list of three or four must-do actions 
for the day,” she said. “In that way, I 
know I’ll find some success or capture 
some small wins, even knowing that 
they’re among the very big things we 
have to do.”
 Smilinich would agree. “To really 
keep myself sane, it’s all about focusing 
on what’s in front of me and taking one 
day at a time,” he commented. “And 
I never take anything personally — 
even when people are angry or upset, 
it’s not about me.” 
 For Williams, surviving as a school 
leader in the pandemic also means 
making sure that each day contains 
laughter and joy. 
 “With the office staff, we keep each 
other laughing. That laughter is so im-
portant,” she said. “My other tip is to 
focus on finding joy every single day. 
And oftentimes, that joy is not in your 
office and it’s not at your desk. That joy 
might come from talking with children 
or visiting a classroom. It could mean 
planning something fun for yourself, 
enjoying a good meal, reading a book. 
Sometimes it’s in school and some-
times it’s not. You must remember that 
every day, there is joy and every day, 
there is good in the world. You just 
have to keep your eyes open to it. And 
if you can’t see it, you have to be it.”

health realms. 
 “The children feel the anxiety 
that the grown-ups do, whether it’s 
in school or out of school,” Williams 
said. 
 Thomas Payton would concur; 
he’s witnessing a pervasive sense of 
fear among many of the kindergarten 
through fourth-grade pupils in his 
school. “When kids were home, all 
they heard about was the pandemic,” 
he said. “And when their parents 
weren’t speaking about it, it was 
on the news… And to top it all off, 
many businesses closed early in the 
pandemic and a lot of parents lost 
their jobs. When that happens in a 
family, the stress bleeds right down 
to the children because they feel the 
angst and tension of their parents. 
Of course, it then carries over to the 
schools. We’ve seen a lot more crises 
with students over the last year and a 
half than ever before.”
 School leaders are embracing 
a full spectrum of approaches 
to counteract students’ fear and 
anxiety. “At Van Duyn, we talk 
about grounding everything in love. 
Our hashtag at the school is ‘fun in 
learning.’ And so we try to help the 
children know that there is always 
going to be something fun happening 
here,” Williams said. “We’ve started 
having two-minute dance parties. 
We go on the PA system like you 
would for a fire drill, except it’s my 
voice saying, ‘Hey guys, everything is 
better when you’re dancing’ and we 
throw on the music and the kids go 
out in the hallway and dance and we 
all laugh; it’s a lot of fun.”
 Kevin Hulbert is also taking 
a lighthearted approach with his 
AuSable Valley coaches. “I’ve 
been reminding the coaches to do 
something fun with the athletes every 
single practice — not just drilling and 
preparing for games. I really feel like 
the kids need an outlet, even if it’s 
just a three-minute thing that just 
gets them laughing,” he said. “I’ve 
been kind of amazed with some of 
the things that our coaches are able to 
do — just simple things. One varsity 
basketball coach has a dollar bill and 
at the end of practice, all the kids 
shoot half-court shots, which is the 
opposite of anything you ever would 
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understand that feeling,” 
she said. “To help with 
that, I’ve been trying to 
capture some small wins 
among all the big things 
we have to do. So, each 
day I have a ‘must-do’ list 
of a few things that I have 
to accomplish. Today’s 
list was checking in with 
three kids that I’m trying 
to take under my wing. 
And I did that and it felt good.”

  A HEAVY LOAD 
  GETS HEAVIER

 Even with the small accomplish-
ments, the load is heavy, as principals 
are also trying to support the educa-
tors and support staff in their schools. 
They all laud the superhuman efforts 
of their teachers, nurses, teaching as-
sistants, clerical staff, cafeteria work-
ers, and counselors. At the same time, 
though, they’re continually looking for 
even more support mechanisms, both 
big and small. 
 “You have to be there for 
everybody, be a listener, be situationally 
aware, be there for people, talk to 
people, understand when they have 
to be out for their family,” Smilinich 
advised. “If an employee’s children 
have to quarantine, check on them, 
text them, be there for everybody and 
be as supportive as possible. Be visible 
throughout the school all the time. Talk 
to the kids. If a teacher is out, ask them 
what they need. What can you do to 
support them? It’s constantly talking 
to people and not using COVID as an 
excuse but using it as something to 
intrinsically motivate you more as a 
human being to help your faculty and 
staff out because they’re tired — and 
rightfully so.”
 Smilinich also suggests giving 
people the gift of time when possible. 
“I tell my staff, ‘If you’re going to be 
at school and you’re only a six, be the 
best damned six you can be. But if 
you’re a four, stay home and take care 
of yourself. That’s the most important 
thing. But if you’re ready to be an eight, 
be the best damned eight you can be. 
Or, be a 10 and be a rock star,’” he said. 
“But if you’re not up to it, we’re a team 
and we’ve got your back.”
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normally teach kids because you don’t 
want them doing that. But, just for fun, 
they shoot half-court shots and the first 
one who makes it signs their name on 
the dollar bill. And then when the end 
of the week comes, whoever has signed 
it the most gets to keep the dollar bill. 
It’s just a dollar bill and you think 
nobody should care about that, but it 
has become this really fun tradition 
now. It’s neat, too, because there are 
some kids who might not get to play 
a lot, but they’re nailing the half-court 
shot and the whole team is jumping 
on them and celebrating. It’s the kind 
of thing that coaches never did until 
we said we’ve got to do something 
different here to mix things up and do 
something about the depression and 
anxiety that we’re seeing. I’ve been 
happy with that and over the long 
term, that’s a positive thing that will 
come out of COVID that we’ll keep.”
 Of course, administrators are 
also mixing in some more serious 
approaches, as well. For the high school 
students under his purview, Harry 
Leonardatos and his staff members 
have implemented extra help during 
lunch periods. “We have teachers in the 
core subject areas offering additional 
support to students,” he said. “We 
extend that to after-school hours, 
too. We’re also expanding one of our 
alternative education programs. Right 
now, that’s just for a year and we’re 
using the COVID relief funds to cover 
the costs, but hopefully we can have 
it for longer. We also have Mindful 
Mondays — a time to reflect on certain 
themes, like gratitude. For January, our 
theme was ’new beginnings.’ Since 
we’re in the middle of the Omicron 
variant, we can’t do indoor activities, 
but we’re planning for spring activities 
for the students — social events that 
they can do outdoors.”
 For Lisa Meade, it’s important 
to check in with students who are 
struggling — a practice that extends to 
her teachers. “I have an amazing team 
of people who I work with in Granville, 
but we still worry about the kids’ 
mental health and we’re constantly 
brainstorming ideas to help them. I 
had a teacher email recently about the 
students she’s concerned about, saying 
that she’s never had this many kids 
on her worry list before. I completely 
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to intrinsically motivate you more as a human to intrinsically motivate you more as a human 
being to help your faculty and staff out being to help your faculty and staff out 
because they’re tired – and rightfully so.” because they’re tired – and rightfully so.” 
  – Charles Smilinich  – Charles Smilinich

 This gift of time is a precious 
commodity that many school leaders 
are sharing. “For my staff, if we 
don’t need to meet and we could do 
it through email or virtually, then we 
don’t meet,” Leonardatos said. “The 
best thing I could give my staff is time. 
I think they appreciate that the most.”
 Meade mirrored the sentiments. 
“When it’s meeting time and I don’t 
need to stand and deliver — for 
example, if there’s information that 
staff members can just read — I give 
them back that time because I know 
that time is such a luxury right now. I 
trust them to use that time as they see 
fit rather than just listening to me read 
a bunch of announcements,” she said.
 A little time, empathy, and 
understanding goes a long way. And 
when that isn’t enough, there are other 
small, meaningful gestures that are 
helpful.
 “My staff is amazing. We try to 
keep each other laughing because 
we’re processing a lot together. And 
along with the jokes, there are lots 
of treats and — yes, a lot of donuts,” 
Williams said. “We all function from a 
place of support and love.”
 For Granville staff members, 
Meade leaves nice notes as welcome 
little surprises for teachers. And then 
there’s chocolate.
 “You’d be surprised how impactful 
a one-day hot cocoa bar can be,” she 
mused. “You would have thought 
I gave everybody $100. I didn’t. I 
simply bought some cocoa, some 
whipped cream, and some sprinkles, 
but everybody was down here in the 
office happy about having hot cocoa,” 
she mused. “I also try to make sure I’m 
walking around the building a couple 
of times each day just to say hi to 
teachers and check in with them.” 
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  LAYING THE FOUNDATION FOR 
  A POST-PANDEMIC FUTURE

 This continuous outpouring of 
support to staff, students, and families 
is often draining for school leaders. 
But they understand that taking every 
opportunity to maintain (or improve) 
the culture of a school is also a worthy 
— and vital — investment for the 
future. 
 Williams sums it up nicely. “I love 
Friday nights, but I’m exhausted,” she 
said. “At the start of COVID, everyone 
was saying that educators are like 
heroes. And then we became ‘not 

PANDEMIC WISH LIST

heroes.’ But the fact is, we are very 
much heroes in education. We are with 
families. We’ve had loss. We’ve shown 
up to calling hours. We’ve made sure 
families had food and toilet paper. But 
that’s the kind of school we’re trying 
to create.”
 “To me, culture is everything 
and that’s part of how to maintain,” 
Payton said. “The culture I have in 
my building is to make sure we’re 
celebrating our successes, not only our 
students’ successes, but our teachers’ 
successes, too. And that’s where I try 
to perform, where I try to support my 
staff. They need that — the cheerleader 

in the corner. In meetings, I do a lot 
more of what I’ll call ‘rah-rah stuff’ 
to fire them up and let them know 
I understand where they’re coming 
from. They all know I’m married to 
a teacher, so they know I get it. But I 
have to acknowledge that I get it and 
show them that I’ve got their back. 
We’re going to get through this. Our 
kids are going to get through this and 
we’re all going to be stronger at the 
end of this…whenever that might be.”

 
KIM M. SMITHGALL is an award-winning 
communications specialist and freelance 
writer, designer, and photographer.

 While educators are tackling the day-to-day 
dilemmas of operating schools while COVID-19 is still 
prevalent, they’re also looking ahead and reflecting on 
changes that need to be considered for the future. 
 Funding is one priority. “The additional funding 
schools received recently has been extremely helpful. 
We’ve been able to use it for some summer school and 
after-school programming to start getting kids caught 
up,” said AuSable Valley‘s Kevin Hulbert. “But this is 
not going to be a one- or two-year fix. To overcome what 
students have gone through during the pandemic will 
take much longer. I really hope that we will continue to 
have that money. We will need it to build back and to 
help our kids academically, socially, and mentally for a 
very long time.”
 Looking at standards, testing, and academic expec-
tations should also be a priority. “I’m glad the Board of 
Regents canceled the Regents exams for January. That 
was helpful. And if they do the same in June, it would 
be appreciated,” said Harry Leonardatos, a high school 
principal in Clarkstown. “It would take some of the ex-
ternal stresses off of our faculty and staff... And then 
those exams need to be looked at and evaluated closely 
moving forward.”
 “Take the high-stakes testing off the table. There’s 
a huge focus on being culturally responsive and on 
meeting students’ social-emotional needs in education 
today, and rightly so. But how are we going to do this 
in the midst of the pressures of high-stakes testing?” 
asked Eva Williams, an elementary school principal in 
Syracuse. “Our children are in crisis.”
 Thomas Payton, a principal in Suffolk County, 
agreed. “We’ve all acknowledged that students are 
facing the biggest mental health crisis they’ve ever had 
and our focus needs to be ‘Maslow before Bloom.’ In 
other words, we need to work on those social-emotional 

constructs before we can teach students,” he said. “At 
the same time, everyone also acknowledges that we have 
wider achievement gaps than ever before, but no one—
particularly at the legislative level—has actually talked 
about what we are going to do about the end piece of it. 
We acknowledge these truths and the fact that it’s up to 
the educators to fix it, which is our job. However, I don’t 
know how we can still be held to the same standards 
as we were before the pandemic. You’re adding to our 
plate, but you haven’t changed the goalposts at the end. 
Something has to give.”  
 It’s a popular viewpoint. “It’s similar to a lesson 
plan, right?” said Leonardatos. “If you find out you only 
have six weeks left to teach the material, you make cer-
tain decisions on what to prioritize in the curriculum. I 
think it has to be the same thing here: What do we really 
want our students to know by the time they graduate—
because we can’t fit everything in.” 

WHISKING AWAY THE FEAR
 In addition to changing the goalposts, Payton would 
also be happy with having just a little normalcy. “If I had 
a magic wand, I would also take away the fear. Let the 
school be a safe and secure place where parents want to 
send their children and the students want to come,” said 
Payton. 
 At the start of the 2021-2022 school year, many edu-
cators—parents and students, as well—thought that was 
a possibility. And there were a few small glimpses.    
 “On the first day of school this year, I remember sit-
ting and listening to the kids play on the playground. I 
had to take a video of it because it had been so long since 
they all played together, rather than just with a few of 
their classmates. Just that murmur of play and all the 
different discussions mixing in the air — I had to close 
my eyes, sit, listen, and take it all in. That’s where I 
want schools to get back to,” Payton concluded.
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The Impact of COVID on 
School Administrators  
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SAANYS SURVEY –  

 “My family hasn’t seen me much in two years.” 

 So sums up the life of a school administrator during what has been 

an unprecedented time for students and the professionals responsible 

for far more than their education, but their social, emotional, and 

physical well-being as well. 

 There have been numerous studies on the impact of the pandemic 

on students, teachers, and many other professionals, but how are our 

school leaders faring? To find out, SAANYS recently conducted a survey 

of its members — school principals, assistant principals, directors, 

supervisors, and the various titles within the membership. Given the 

considerable number of responses returned (676) between January 31 

and February 9, it was clear that members had a lot on their minds, 

sharing not only data but hundreds of comments and reflections.





 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  IT’S BEEN A LOT

 “I have become an honorary member of 
the health department. I have not focused 
on instruction or community building. I’m 
tired.”
 The survey asked the question, 
“Have your professional duties been 
sidelined to fulfill COVID-related 
work?” The message was very clear 
with 85 percent reporting “yes,” their 
traditional school and educational 
roles indeed have taken a backseat.”
 “We have become more medical di-
rectors than instructional leaders. With 
DOH and state ed continuously chang-
ing protocols, we are constantly meet-
ing and making adjustments. The abil-
ity to get into classrooms and complete 
other professional responsibilities has 
been compromised, leading to high-
er levels of stress and anxiousness.”  
 “One area significantly impacted 
is the focus on teaching, learning, and 
instruction — fewer classroom visits 
and fewer instructionally based con-
versations.”
 Among the respondents, 75 per-
cent hold the title of principal or as-
sistant principal. And for these mem-
bers, those in charge of all that it entails 
to run a school building and care for 
hundreds of students and staff — try-
ing to keep up with it all simply means 
longer hours and very long days. 
 “Contact tracing took up so much 
time that the only way to stay some-
what afloat was to stay well past the 
end of the workday, bring work home, 
and come in on weekends. I even did 
work while I was out myself with 
COVID — Google Meets, emails, pa-
perwork, things that had to get done.” 
These reflections and comments were 
common and showed the hard work 
and sacrifices being made by those 
on the frontlines not in hospitals, but 
in schools — “I worked Thanksgiv-
ing, Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, 
New Year’s Eve, New Year’s Day, all 
through Christmas break, and spent 
a trip with my son in my hotel room 
working.” Yes, school leaders are tired 
too.

  TOP STRESSOR – STAFFING 

 “We play the shell game every 
morning.”

 
 One of those things 
consuming so much time 
and energy, and one of 
the top reported stress-
ors, is staffing shortages. 
Commented one admin-
istrator, “I have been a 
second-grade teacher, 
fifth-grade teacher, kin-
dergarten teacher, and 
a custodian...all in one 
week.” He is not alone 
– 34 percent of respondents reported 
having to “often” or “very often” sub-
stitute in classrooms this school year 
due to staff shortages. As statewide in-
fection numbers continue to decrease 
there is hope for some relief in this 
area. More than just hope, however, 
there were many comments from sur-
vey respondents suggesting expedited 
teacher preparation pathways as a way 
to get educators in classrooms sooner 
and shore up the teaching profession.  
 It is common knowledge that 
staffing shortages are not just in 
classrooms [see chart on page 14] 
and our transportation departments 
have been hit particularly hard. 
Seventy-five percent of respondents 
reported significant staffing needs 
in the area of transportation, higher 
than the 66 percent reporting teacher 
shortages. Said one member, “I work 
in transportation. I have office staff 
and mechanics driving daily.” 

  THE HEART OF THE MATTER 

 The other top stressor — the kids.  
 Beyond being responsible for 
plugging staffing holes, contact 
tracing, mask patrolling, and the 
analyzing of the ever-popular Friday 
memos from the Department of Health, 
SAANYS members are educators. No 
matter what one’s certification area, 
all are in the business of supporting 
students. That is why it is notable that 
33 percent of respondents believe that 
certain populations of students under 
their supervision have experienced 
significant learning loss. Even more 
striking is that 28 percent believe that 
there has been significant learning 
loss across the general population. 
 However, respondents seem over-
whelmingly concerned that students 
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are struggling with far more than ac-
ademics, noting the significant rise in 
students’ social-emotional needs and 
behaviors. “The ability for our stu-
dents to ‘cope’ and socialize with each 
other is noticeably different.” 
 “We are seeing a developmental 
delay in all students across the board. 
They tend to be about one to two years 
behind in their development. We have 
six-year-olds acting like preschool 
children throwing tantrums. Middle 
school kids are acting like elementary 
kids, and high school kids seem 
immature and act like middle school 
kids. And students…are having mental 
health issues unlike those we’ve ever 
seen before.” 
 These “delays” were a common 
sentiment in the survey comments and 
particularly speak to the importance 
of in-person learning versus remote. 
According to one respondent, “The 
students who selected remote, or 
who were on remote for a significant 
portion of the school year 2020-2021, 
are definitely immature, less resilient, 
and are displaying more at-risk 
behaviors (vaping, dress code/cell 
phone insubordination, etc.).” 
 In fact, a startling 86 percent of 
respondents reported an increase 
in student behavioral issues this 
year. “I think students have lost some 
academics but more have lost social 
and emotional learning that takes 
place within a school. I think students 
are struggling with values, morals, 
and what is appropriate in certain 
situations.” A number of respondents 
expressed anecdotally that more and 
more of the general population are also 
exhibiting signs of substance abuse. 
“Vaping is out of control,” observed 
one member. 

www.saanys.org
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 Of course, subgroup populations 
are areas of increased concern for 
many: 

• “[We have] students with 
significant disabilities who won’t 
wear masks with integrity or 
at all, are quarantined more 
frequently or longer, and can’t 
participate in remote learning/
instruction, and lack of staffing 
keeps [these] students from 
getting proper required supports.” 

• “Manifestation hearings are up 
900 percent over last school year.

 (Yes, 900 percent).” 

• “[There is] an increase in anxiety 
in higher achieving students.” 

 Reflecting on all of these issues, one 
respondent summed it up thoughtful-
ly: “This is incredibly hard on all hu-
mans. It’s not behavior...it’s behavioral 
communication. Adults barely have 
the language to express the stressors of 
the current situation. Why should we 
expect students to be able to label it? 
We all just need to be patient, compas-
sionate, and active listeners.” 

  EASING THE PAIN, A BIT 

 In an effort to do more than just 
tell the story of what administrators 
and schools have been going through 
during the past couple of years, this 
survey asked for feedback on what 
can be done now to move 
forward in a positive way. 
The question asked, “What 
legislative or policy action 
(state or local) would be 
most supportive to you at 
this time?” 
 Not surprisingly, 
there were some common 
threads among the top is-
sues brought up among the 
510 open comment-style 
responses to this question, 
and most of those were 
related to COVID regula-
tions and policies placed 
on schools. “The day-in 
and day-out changes with-
out any prior notice were 
the most damning. By the 
time that we finally had a 
grasp on the ‘rules,’ they 

changed the next day.” 
 And then there are the masks. 
“We need protection from the abso-
lutely insane public that are attacking 
schools for doing what we’re being 
told to do by the governor.” In fact, 
masking came up frequently in sur-
vey comments, with over 80 respon-
dents expressing support of loosening 
requirements for masks,  eliminating 
the mask mandate, and/or creating an 
“off ramp” for masking policies. Some 
comments were also telling about how 
the masking debate is draining school 
administrators in both a personal and 
professional way:  

• “Legal threats and online 
harassment are exhausting, and 
we have no leverage to make 
it end.” 

• “We are all being obliterated in 
BOE meetings from parents

 about masking.”  

• “Abolish masking, abolish TTS, 
abolish contact tracing, and

 stop making the schools the 
battleground for these politics.” 

• “End the mask mandate and 
distancing guidelines. Have a 
statewide end game. Do NOT 
leave decisions to local schools to 
deal with the brunt of the anger.”

 Social distancing requirements hit 
a nerve as well among those surveyed. 

“Remove social distancing require-
ments — we have lost so much instruc-
tional space… We cannot continue to 
sustain this current model with current 
COVID requirements — staff and ad-
ministration are going to crack.”  
 Again, concern for students’ social 
and emotional well-being was preva-
lent in these open-ended comments. 
“Cancellation of the New York State 
Regents examinations would send a 
message that the policymakers in Al-
bany truly care about the social and 
emotional well-being of young people. 
Without this decision, we will be doing 
irreparable damage to students.” Con-
curred another colleague, “Remove 
assessments for students throughout 
the end of the year. There is much dis-
ruption to the learning process. We are 
holding them to the exact same stan-
dards and providing interrupted learn-
ing. Fewer teachers mean more subs, 
quarantines, and illnesses.” 
 Along the same line of regulations 
and mandates, there were many com-
ments about again suspending the 
teacher and principal evaluations for 
the 2021-2022 school year. Explained 
one respondent: 
 “The concept that APPR and ac-
countability are still being held over 
our heads is unfathomable. This year 
has been significantly more of a drain 
than last year. Last year due to COVID 
restrictions we had fewer students in 

school on a daily basis. Yes, 
we had to navigate remote 
and in-person learning but 
the day-to-day tasks of 
managing a building were 
reduced since the number 
of students physically in 
the building were reduced. 
This year, there isn’t a re-
mote option, so most stu-
dents are present every day 
and those students have 
social and emotional issues 
that result in daily plan-
ning and support. Due to 
quarantine and isolation re-
quirements, keeping on top 
of attendance has been time 
consuming and supporting 
family needs has been para-
mount.”  
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  STATE OF THE 
  PROFESSION 
 “We need incentives to stay in our 
positions, or...honestly...the whole thing is 
about to collapse. I don’t know a single ad-
ministrator who isn’t thinking about ball-
ing it up and calling it a career.” 
 In fact, 33 percent of respondents 
indicated that their retirement plans 
have been accelerated because of the 
pandemic. Further, the data shows that 
36 percent of all responding members 
plan on retiring within the next five 
years. 
 Perhaps in relation to plans of ear-
ly retirement is the support that ad-
ministrators are or are not getting from 
their district offices and supervisors. 
“We essentially were told we should 
be available 24/7. I’ve fielded calls, 
conducted contact tracing, and closed 
classes (contacted families, transpor-
tation, staff, etc.) all during nights and 
weekends.” Reports of two years of 
evening and weekend work were com-
mon among respondents; yet, when 
asked, “Have these additional work 

hours for administrators 
such as yourself been ad-
dressed in negotiations 
/ collective bargaining 
/ COVID stipend pay 
or comp pay?” — a re-
sounding 85 percent re-
ported “no,” the consis-
tent extra work has not 
been compensated for. 
Commented one respon-
dent, “We attempted to 
get a stipend last year 
but our district denied it, which felt 
like a huge slap in the face.” 

  THE BOTTOM LINE
 This survey of the SAANYS 
membership was telling. Our members 
are tired, overworked, and stressed 
about so much. Student mental health 
and well-being, academic supports, 
staffing shortages and morale, keeping 
up with ever-changing COVID rules 
and regulations, and the sheer time 
and energy it continues to take for 
school administrators to manage it 

all weigh heavily. “My own well-
being is at the bottom of the list of 
things that get addressed,” said one 
administrator. “This includes the most 
basic of needs — eating right, sleeping 
right, managing stress often on my 
own.” The survey shows that school 
administrators are most definitely 
“under pressure” and need support 
from all levels, especially now, so that 
they in turn can support the many 
needs of their school communities. One 
respondent summed it up: “I would 
like to get back to the job of education, 
both with staff and students.”
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Have you noticed an increase in student 
behavioral issues this year, now that most 
students are back in school buildings?
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Staff Shortages Are 
Bringing Schools to 
the Breaking Point
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If You Can’t Fly Then Run.If You Can’t Fly Then Run.

If You Can’t Run Then Walk.If You Can’t Run Then Walk.

If You Can’t Walk Then Crawl.If You Can’t Walk Then Crawl.

But Whatever You Do, You HaveBut Whatever You Do, You Have

TO KEEP MOVING
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The future of school leadership as reflected 
in the recent SAANYS Membership Survey

“I know these past two years have been difficult, and there have 
been many among us that have either left the principalship or are 
questioning whether it’s worth it to stay. Well, I say it is worth it — 
your school community needs leadership now more than ever, and if 
not you, well then, who?… This is not the time to quit. 
We need good leaders now more than ever.”

 – Scott Gengler 
  2021 Minnesota High School Principal of the Year

33% report that their retirement plans have been accelerated because 
of the pandemic. 
36% report that they plan on retiring within the next 5 years.

Q:  I plan on retiring …
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 Every day that students and staff go to school it should be 

their happy place, where they learn, succeed, and thrive. As school 

administrators, we are responsible for creating and maintaining a 

safe and conducive learning environment, to ensure that the learning 

community enters their happy place. We need to work toward our 

desired outcome, and know it is our job to make things happen. In 

comparison, the songwriter will harmonize the musicians and sounds 

when writing songs, to achieve the desired sound.

www.saanys.org

School Leaders...  

Can You Name 
That Tune? 
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 As educational leaders, it is our 
role to keep the “music playing” in har-
mony, and support everyone so they 
can achieve their goals. The lyrics of 
the popular Queen song, “Under Pres-
sure,” could easily describe our daily 
school routines, if we allow it. Howev-
er, as leaders, we need to use this time 
as an opportunity to redefine systems 
and structures, develop ingenuity, and 
help return the school toward work-
ing to maximize everyone’s potential. 
What song best captures your school 
scenario? Can you name that tune?

MEETING STUDENTS’ 
BASIC NEEDS
“(Just Like) Starting Over,” 
John Lennon

 The pandemic has placed the uni-
verse on tilt and in many ways; our 
schools have had to think about the 
basic needs of our students and fam-
ilies. John Lennon’s song, “(Just Like) 
Starting Over,” came to mind for many 
of us after March 2020. We used our so-
cial media and online communication 
tools to let families know where they 
could get help with daily food pickup 
and local food pantries, vaccine sites, 
and basic staples. Our school wrote 
grants so every child could receive a 
new winter coat and new sneakers. 
We kept seeking out partnerships, so 
that we could soften the impact the 
pandemic was having on our com-
munity. Schools need to continue to 
work together, to meet not only the so-
cial-emotional needs, but also the ba-
sic physiological needs, if learning is to 
happen.

PROVIDE A SAFE AND INCLUSIVE 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
“It’s the Same Old Song,” The Four 
Tops

 If we think about how life has 
been for the past two years, The Four 
Tops song, “It’s the Same Old Song,” 
definitely does not depict it. As school 
leaders, we have all had to reintroduce 
the structures, systems, and routines 
that are working, review what needs 
to be reshaped, and collaborate on cre-
ating innovative approaches and prac-
tices that all work toward reversing 
the learning loss.

parental login feature, so that families 
can find out the assignments, commu-
nicate with the teachers, and see the 
progress of their children. The teach-
ers are able to assign tasks specific to 
skill mastery, and provide additional 
opportunities for students to retake or 
redo assignments, as a way to continue 
building their knowledge base.

ADDRESS RESOURCE 
INEQUITIES TO PROVIDE ACCESS 
TO A WELL-ROUNDED 
EDUCATION
“I Hear a Symphony,” The Supremes

 As educators, we know that 
the pandemic had an impact on the 
amount of instruction and school time 
students have had, from both an edu-
cational and a social aspect. To this end, 
we have collaborated to find addition-
al resources that can motivate students 
to participate and remain connected, 
with some in-person opportunities 
provided in the comfort of students’ 
own homes. The services continued, 
as did support services, and schedules 
were adhered to. We also offered Sat-
urday tutorials, so that students could 
get extra help if they were struggling 
with topics or skills during the week. 
Students and families were pleased 
when they realized that even though 
our doors temporarily closed, we con-
tinued to connect with them. It is com-
forting and reassuring that our school 
staff will be here for our students and 
families, and that we are in this togeth-
er!

CREATE A DIVERSE AND 
QUALIFIED EDUCATOR 
WORKFORCE
“We’ve Only Just Begun,” 
The Carpenters

 In order to build back better 
during the pandemic and support our 
students, staff, and school communi-
ties, we need to rethink and reshape 
education as we know it, and in real 
time. Our staff is attending workshops 
on implicit bias and sensitivity train-
ing, to name a couple. We continue to 
offer many professional development 
opportunities pertaining to social jus-
tice and ways to emphasize its impor-
tance in our daily instructional prac-

PRACTICES: SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT

SUPPORT THE WELL-BEING OF 
EDUCATORS AND SCHOOL 
STAFF
“I’m a Believer,” The Monkees

 As school leaders, we need to be 
cognizant of what everyone is going 
through because of the pandemic. A few 
songs may come to mind to describe 
our role in this aspect. We need to be 
inspirational and encouraging, and act 
as a coach to help motivate everyone 
through illness, loss, and depression, 
just to name a few.

“I Got You Babe,” Sonny & Cher

 As a school, it is a good practice to 
share daily inspirational quotes, and 
continue to recognize birthdays and 
special moments. Everyone is special, 
so celebrate it! As educational leaders, 
model how positivity can be conta-
gious.

ENSURE EQUITABLE ACCESS FOR 
REMOTE LEARNING
“Stayin’ Alive,” The Bee Gees

 Our school is grateful for 
technology grants, as the much-
needed devices arrived just days 
before the pandemic closed our doors 
in March 2020. We were able to have 
families make appointments at the 
school to pick up devices for children 
who did not have any technology at 
home. Fortunately, NYC arranged free 
access to Wi-Fi for all NYC students. 
As a result, our students were able to 
continue receiving instruction at the 
start of COVID-19.

USE DATA TO INFORM 
STUDENTS, PARENTS, AND 
EDUCATORS OF PROGRESS AND 
FOR SUPPORT
“ABC,” The Jackson Five

 Fortunately, our school has been 
using educational software to support 
learning in the classrooms for several 
years now. The digital platforms that 
teachers have infused into instruction 
are exciting, and many have assess-
ments and data analysis features for 
real-time results. The quick data col-
lection is beneficial in providing stu-
dent feedback and designing lesson 
plans. The educational software has a 
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tice, regardless of grade.
 We have seen the physical, emo-
tional, social, and psychological effects 
the pandemic has had on students and 
their families. It has thrown a curve 
ball to our learning communities and 
now we need to work together to 
knock it out of our schools. It has not 
been easy, and compounded with oth-
er current-day topics, such as diversity, 
equity, inclusiveness, and critical race 
theory it may have created additional 
strain on schools. We are cognizant of 
the outside pressures and realize that 
in many ways, we’ve only just begun 
the important work needed to prepare 
our students and staff for a more di-
verse and qualified workforce.

BUILD YOURSELF, BUILD YOUR 
STAFF, AND BUILD YOUR 
COMMUNITY…
“Lean on Me,” Bill Withers

 School leaders need to build upon 
their networks. There are several or-
ganizations and associations where 
like-minded, innovative administra-
tors can meet, serve as a critical friend, 
and perhaps share guidance or clarity 
when it matters. In addition, they can 
continue to develop the network with-

in the local area.
 Are there local colleges that offer 
teacher preparation programs? If so, 
reach out. It is always helpful to pick 
up student teachers, and they may de-
velop into substitute teachers or work 
on staff someday.
 We had a team of teachers create a 
reopening plan, with ideas to help our 
staff learn COVID-19 protocols, find 
ways to engage and communicate with 
parents, and develop safeguards and 
structures that everyone can follow to 
minimize the risk of COVID-19 expo-
sure.
 Deal with issues head on…during 
professional development, coffee with 
the principal, and Instructional Lead-
ership Team. Teach students to have a 
voice, and give them parameters and 
protocols for respectfully adding input 
and value to the conversation. Help 
the community understand each other, 
work through obstacles, and find solu-
tions that will work for everyone. Of 
course, flexibility and patience are part 
of the process. Create a comfortable 
space so the participants are willing 
to share their viewpoints. Agree that 
there can be intellectual discourse, and 
we can respectfully disagree.

WHAT SONG WILL LEAD THE WAY 
FOR YOUR SCHOOL?
“Yellow Submarine,” The Beatles

“Happy,” Pharrell Williams

 If you think about the lyrics of 
“Yellow Submarine,” it really does 
depict the state of affairs within our 
schools today. We are in it together, 
and are moving toward dreams and 
goals. As leaders, we need to be strong, 
supportive, creative, and encouraging 
to the community so that we will get 
through it. You are not alone. Share the 
“Fight Song,” by Rachel Platten with 
the team. Is there absence in school? 
Open up the next staff meeting with “I 
Will Survive,” by Gloria Gaynor. Em-
phasize that as a team, you’ve got this! 
Express gratitude to the school com-
munity; encourage them with “What 
a Wonderful World,” by Louis Arm-
strong. Saying “thank you” and giving 
acknowledgment go a long way. Do 
not lose sight of the school mission and 
vision. There is a place for everyone on 
this journey, as you go “Up, Up and 
Away,” (The 5th Dimension) toward 
your goals, dreams, and happy place. 
 
DONNA MCGUIRE is the assistant 
principal for  PS/IS 18-Park Terrace 
School.





By Carin L. Reeve
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 Since March 2020, schools have been turned upside down 

and inside out to adhere to the safety guidelines of the COVID-19 

pandemic. While there has been much said about the pressure that 

teachers, students, and families are under with all of these changes, 

school leaders have been expected to make everything work and 

keep everyone happy. But everyone is not happy. TikTok and other 

social media platforms are full of videos made by teachers who are 

unhappy with their school leaders and district policies. Parents have 

also joined in, using social media to complain about masking and 

quarantines and create divisiveness within communities. 
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 Education has become a political 
battleground and school leaders are 
trying to keep the peace during this 
conflict. 
 Being a pandemic principal can 
feel like juggling a chain saw, a bowl-
ing ball, and a flaming torch at the 
same time. 
 In all of the noise and politically 
charged arguing, school leaders are 
showing up every day to do what is 
best for our students, staff, and fami-
lies. We are often the first ones in the 
building in the morning and the last 
ones to leave at night. We are trying 
to find sub coverage at 6 a.m., and are 
responding to emails from parents at 
9 p.m. We know how many absenc-
es kids have, who has just learned to 
read, who is struggling at home, and 
who needs to hear that we are so glad 
they came to school today. 

 Haim Ginott says in his book 
Teacher and Child: A Book for Teachers 
and Parents: 

 “I have come to the frightening 
conclusion that I am the decisive 
element. It is my personal 
approach that creates the climate. 
It is my daily mood that makes 

PRACTICES: GRATITUDE

the weather. I possess tremendous 
power to make life miserable or 
joyous. I can be a tool of torture 
or an instrument of inspiration, 
I can humiliate or humor, hurt 
or heal. In all situations, it is my 
response that decides whether a 
crisis is escalated or de-escalated, 
and a person is humanized or 
de-humanized. If we treat people 
as they are, we make them worse. 
If we treat people as they ought 
to be, we help them become what 
they are capable of becoming.”

 Ginott reminds us that as leaders, 
we are the decisive element; we make 
the weather in our school buildings ev-
ery day. That is a tremendous responsi-
bility, and one that requires high levels 
of emotional intelligence. We have to 
put our own fears and concerns aside 
in order to focus on being fully pres-
ent for our students, staff, and families 
— even to hear them complain about 
mask mandates. 
 Several years ago, I read an article 
called “The Irreplaceables,” published 
by TNTP. The article talked about the 
retention crisis in urban schools and 
the cost of hiring, training, losing, re-
hiring, and retraining staff. We are now 
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staring into a retention crisis that is 
reaching much further than our urban 
centers: rural and suburban schools 
are now starting to feel the pressure of 
staff turnover and the value of our irre-
placeable teachers and leaders. 
 Now is the time for districts and 
communities to show genuine appre-
ciation for teachers and leaders who 
have put everything that they have 
into educating our kids during this 
pandemic. It is time for listening to 
and supporting one another. It is time 
to consider how we will all move for-
ward together in a more civil, respect-
ful, and compassionate way.
 If you are a pandemic principal, 
thank you. What you do is important 
and is making a difference in the lives 
of our children. Thank you. 

CARIN L. REEVE is the director of school 
improvement at Peaceful Schools in Syracuse, 
NY. She has 27 years in education committed 
to improving outcomes for students and de-
veloping excellence in teachers. Reeve spent 
ten years in school leadership, including four 
years as a successful turnaround principal. As 
a part of the team at Peaceful Schools, Reeve 
shares her expertise with schools, districts, 
and leaders who are looking to build systems 
of social, emotional, and academic support 
for children.



By Greg Moffitt
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 What is a day in the life of a school principal like right now?

Well, it starts the night before when staff start texting/emailing that 

they’ll be out. You hope they’re okay and remind them to put the absence 

in the online management system in the hope that a sub will pick it up.

You go to sleep.

The alarm goes off. There’s no time to hit the snooze button so you jump 

up and make the coffee. 
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A Day in the Life of  

A Principal 
Right Now... 

FollowGreg Moffitt 
@Greg_Moffitt

“THE PURPOSE OF ANY EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTION IS TO 
INSPIRE YOUNG PEOPLE TO HAVE DREAMS FOR THE

FUTURE AND EMPOWER THEM WITH THE CONFIDENCE 
AND THE SKILLS THEY NEED TO PURSUE THOSE DREAMS.”

 – DR. JIM FITZGERALD
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 You check your email and then 
you check the online absence report 
— 10-20 staff will be out. It’s been like 
this every day for a while so you make 
another cup of coffee and you start the 
three-dimensional puzzle of figuring 
out how to cover, how to make it work, 
and how to keep the school building 
open, safely.
 And you start asking yourself…
 What meetings will you cancel to-
day so you can cover?
 What intervention groups will get 
canceled — again — so you have an-
other available adult to sub?
 Which teachers will not have a 
paraeducator in their room?
 Which teachers will go without 
another prep?
 Who will be able to help cover re-
cess, lunch, and dismissal?
 You come up with a plan and leave 
for school — and by the time you get 
there, another staff member calls out.
 A district-wide sub emergency is 
declared and the district office sends 
all the available program coordinators, 
directors, and assistant superinten-
dents out to help.

PRACTICES: PRESENCE

 The students start arriving and to-
day you get to be the crossing guard, 
a student monitor, and the behavior 
assistant. You help serve lunch in the 
cafeteria and cover for a teacher who 
needs to go pick up their sick child.
 And, in between, you administer 
as many rapid antigen tests as you 
can. So that kids can return to school. 
So that kids can stay in school. So that 
kids who are going home sick might be 
able to come back.
 You wash your hands.
 You change your mask.
 All. Day. Long.
 And in whatever “free“ time that 
you do have, you try and update the 
safety plan and revise the accountabil-
ity plan and document how you’ve 
spent your extended learning oppor-
tunity funds.
 You listen to the phone message 
from the parent worried about their 
child and read the email from the 
teacher worried about their student 
and you try to respond. With empathy. 
With reassurance. With hope.
 And you try to meet with the as-
sistant principal, the school counselor, 
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and the intervention team who have 
been handling all the kids in crisis.
 You try and get into classrooms. 
To see the kids. To see the teachers. To 
celebrate them. Appreciate them. But 
you can’t. Not today. You’ll try again 
tomorrow.
 And before you go home, you prep 
the video morning announcements for 
the next day. You try to put on a brave 
face and smile. You try and figure out a 
way to let the kids know that we’ve got 
this when honestly don’t know if you 
do.
 And then the day repeats all over 
again.
 And you realize you’ve been do-
ing some form of this for 96 weeks. Ev-
eryone has. Everyone has been trying 
their best. In a pandemic. And it is a 
lot.
 So, if you know an educator 
right now and you are thankful for 
something they’ve done, let them 
know. If you know ANY frontline 
worker and are thankful for some-
thing they’ve done, let them know. 
 
GREG MOFFITT is the principal at 
Fairmont Charter Elementary School.



By Lisa Meade

 
DIFFICULT 

TIMESA Principal’s 
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‘We’re not OK.’ 
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 On a day like any other this past December, I sat in a cold 

conference room with my fellow administrators when tears suddenly 

began to fill my eyes. Luckily, we were all masked and spaced apart. 

Likely few knew I was crying. Leaders aren’t supposed to fall apart, 

and here I was doing just that. I couldn’t help myself and so I just let 

the tears drop. Without realizing it, I did one of those ugly sniffles to 

keep my nose from running. My colleagues asked if I needed to talk. I 

mumbled something about being okay and quickly exited the room. 
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 By the time I was back in my 
office, I had figured out how to stuff 
the feelings back down to the pit of my 
stomach. I carried on with the work in 
front of me.
 I’ve been suppressing those suf-
focating feelings of inadequacy since 
the school year began. Throughout my 
entire career, I have seen my work in 
education as a calling, more than just 
a job. I’ve always felt thankful to be 
an educator. However, this year is the 
most difficult I have faced in 29 years 
as an educator. 
 It turns out I am not alone. A 
recent poll by the National Association 
of Secondary School Principals and 
Learning Policy Institute found that 
“42 percent of principals across the 
country plan to leave the profession.” 
That’s too many of our school leaders 
feeling as if there is nowhere to turn 
but away!
 What has happened within the last 
two years has created more damage to 
our schools than what COVID did on 
its own. Yes, COVID-19 forced us to 
adjust student and teacher schedules. 
Busing routes were expanded to allow 
for more spacing on buses. Wearing 
masks and standing six feet apart in 
line became routine. Delivering hand 
sanitizer and alcohol wipes to class-
rooms was standard practice. Contact 
tracing became a principal’s side hus-

students carry, our teachers, support 
staff, and even office staff feel it, too, 
and carry their equal weight. It’s so 
much for everyone. 
 There are both academic and emo-
tional losses to be overcome in our 
schools. Meanwhile, an equally signif-
icant loss is pending in our schools — 
loss of people. Teachers are tired, and 
so are their principals. Empathy and 
appreciation are missing. Grace, for-
giveness, patience, stick-with-it-ness, 
and a willingness to work together 
will be what is needed to get all of us 
through this school year. 
 Should you have the chance to 
offer grace or support to an educator 
in your very own community, or better 
yet to a colleague, I hope you will. You 
may be surprised by how just a few 
words of encouragement will make 
a difference. And for my principal 
colleagues reading this post, know 
that you are seen and still believed in.
  

LISA MEADE is a principal in upstate 
New York. She has previously served as an 
assistant superintendent, pupil personnel 
services director, and special education 
teacher. Lisa was National Association of 
Secondary School Principals (NASSP) and 
the School Administrators Association of 
New York State (SAANYS) 2015 Principal 
of the Year. A previous version of this 
essay appeared in Peter DeWitt’s Finding 
Common Ground blog on Edweek.org.

PRACTICES: A PRINCIPAL’S ASSESSMENT

tle as every call from an equally over-
worked nurse about a possible expo-
sure required a review of a student’s 
schedule and every seating chart to de-
termine who else might be considered 
a contact. In addition, schools held 
vaccine clinics and coordinated testing 
sites. That all took time, but those tasks 
eventually became manageable.
 But here’s what hasn’t become 
feasible. We are not only in a COVID 
pandemic, but we are also struggling 
to survive in an emotionally harsh 
epidemic. Grace and forgiveness are 
scarce. The stresses and mental health 
of students, teachers, and leaders are 
high. We can’t rely on routine as there 
isn’t much of one left, and our hopes 
about finally returning to a typical 
school year this year have evaporated. 
Staff shortages are rampant in many 
fields, and schools are not alone in 
being unable to fill vacancies. Teachers 
are covering classes when substitutes 
can’t be found and giving up prep 
time to do so. Students, who have not 
physically interacted day to day for the 
better part of 18 months, are now back 
in school trying to remember the social 
and academic organizational skills 
they once had. Understandable worry 
is pervasive as families deal with the 
trauma and fallout from the COVID 
pandemic. Students can’t help but bear 
that hurt on their backs. Whatever our 
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BETTER LESSON 
Meagan French | (603) 341-8800 
meagan.french@betterlesson.com 
betterlesson.com          
BetterLesson offers personalized, job-embedded 
professional learning support to help K-12 
educators meet students where they are — 
academically and emotionally, in classrooms 
or online. We support teachers, coaches, and 
administrators to build the essential skills of 
student-centered, flexible, equitable learning — 
through 1:1 coaching and small group workshops, 
all delivered online.

CENTER FOR RESPONSIVE SCHOOLS 
Nick Winn | (913) 207-6129 
nick@responsiveclassroom.org 
crslearn.org  
Center for Responsive Schools is celebrating 40 
years of transforming schools into optimal learning 
environments for educators and students alike 
through high-quality, research-based academic, 
social, and emotional learning programs, products, 
and services. 

EDMENTUM 
Sheila Miller  |  (239) 272-9187 
sheila.miller@edmentum.com 
edmentum.com   
Edmentum delivers rigorous, research-
based curriculum, assessments, and 
practice items aligned to the most up-to-
date standards. Edmentum is committed 
to making it easier for educators to 
individualize learning for every student 
through simple technology, high-quality 
content, and actionable data. 

EDUCATIONAL VISTAS, INC. 
Scott B. Crowder 
(518) 344-7022 
scrowder@edvistas.com 
edvistas.com   
Founded in 1993, Educational Vistas has 
become the world’s most comprehensive 
education software and services company. 
More than 500 school districts throughout 
New York State and many BOCES and RICs 
have chosen our industry-leading suite of 
education management solutions and best-
in-class services to help them meet their 
goals and requirements. EVI is proud to 
say that all our products and services are 
developed locally right here in the Capital 
Region.

EQUITABLE ADVISORS 
Kelly D. DeMay  |  (585) 475-8431 
Kelly.demay@equitable.com 
www.kellydemay.com  
 Equitable is proud to be a strategic partner to the 
School Administrators Association of New York. 
As the leading provider of 403(b) plans in the 
K-12 market, we are committed to helping clients 
take small, manageable steps in achieving finan-
cial wellness. We are honored to support SAA-
NYS and its members’ continued commitment to 
protect public school systems and the future of 
our children. Our collective effort as an organi-
zation instills confidence in employees across all 
demographics and job classifications, so that they 
can retire with dignity.

 
 
HARRIS EDUCATION SOLUTIONS 
Michael Torrenti | (717) 406-7372 
mtorrenti@harriscomputer.com 
harrisschoolsolutions.com   
Harris Education Solutions provides multiple 
in-class and virtual platforms for curriculum, 
content, assessments, data collection and 
analytics, and teacher growth tools. Our 
customer support is top-notch and focused on 
delivering on our promises to our customers. 
Whether in-person or distance learning, we’re 
here to support and help cultivate programs 
that enhance the educational experience of your 
teachers and students to increase academic 
success.

HUNGER SOLUTIONS NEW YORK  
Jessica Pino-Goodspeed  |  (518) 741-0917 
jessica.pinogoodspeed@hungersolutionsny.org 
hungersolutionsny.org  
Hunger Solutions New York promotes hunger 
awareness, participation in federally funded 
nutrition assistance programs for all who are 
eligible, and public policies that contribute to 
ending hunger. We also raise awareness of the 
health, economic, and educational benefits of 
antihunger programs.

INNOVARE 
Diana Garcia  |  (510) 603-6374 
diana@innovaresip.com  |  innovaresip.com  
Innovare was founded in July of 2017 to meet the 
unique needs of K-12 education administrators 
and executives in nonprofits. The company’s web-
based application Inno™ aggregates the siloed 
data of K-12 schools such as student information 
systems, standardized assessments, attendance, 
reading and math edtech programs, and Google 
spreadsheets, into one personalized dashboard. 
It also guides leadership teams to use the newly 
combined data to develop better strategies, build 
continuous improvement cultures, and measure 
impact in real time. 
 
 

JANISON 
Annie Zhang  |  +61 2 6652 9850 
azhang@janison.com  |  janison.com  
Janison’s pioneering edtech empowers educators 
and governments to achieve outcomes by 
delivering 10 million online assessments annually 
in 117 countries. Janison, an OECD partner, 
powers the OECD Test for Schools, linked to the 
PISA framework, in 15+ countries including the 
US.

 LEADER IN ME 
Sharon Feeley  |  (518) 779-3085 
Sharon.feeley@franklincovey.com 
Client Partner - Upstate NY
Renée Ailing  |  (716) 946-7006 
Renee.ailing@franklincovey.com 
Client Partner - Upstate NY & Long Island 
franklincovey.com 

As an evidence-based K-12 model, Leader in Me 
grows personal leadership in students, educators, 
and families, and equips them with the life 
skills and resilience needed to thrive, adapt, and 
contribute in a dynamic world.

 
LIBERTY MUTUAL INSURANCE 
Isela Flores | 469-617-4370 
Isela.Flores@LibertyMutual.com 
LibertyMutual.com/saanys  
Special Offer on Auto and Home Insurance 
As a SAANYS member, you could receive 
exclusive savings on Liberty Mutual Auto and 
Home Insurance.1 We offer personalized coverage, 
multicar and multipolicy discounts, 24-hour 
claims assistance, and more. Liberty Mutual is 
trusted countrywide for quality coverage and 
exceptional service. Visit libertymutual.com/
saanys or call 1-800-225-8281 for a free quote. 
1Discounts and savings are available where state laws and 
regulations allow, and may vary by state. Certain discounts 
apply to specific coverages only. To the extent permitted 
by law, applicants are individually underwritten; not all 
applicants may qualify. Please consult a Liberty Mutual 
sales representative for additional information. 
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PEACEFUL SCHOOLS 
Dr. Lura L. Lunkenheimer  |  (315) 558-4219 
LuraL@peacefulschools.com 
peacefulschools.com  
Peaceful Schools (WBE Certified) partners 
with schools across NYS to provide training, 
coaching, and consultation promoting socially 
safe and supportive schools. We offer a full range 
of services including mediation, restorative 
practices, school improvement, leadership 
development, theatrical productions, and more.

PREPARED TO TEACH 
Karen DeMoss  |  (212) 961-3351 
preparedtoteach@bankstreet.edu 
https://www.bankstreet.edu/our-work-with-
schools-and-communities/bank-street-education-
center/prepared-to-teach/  
Prepared To Teach works across the country to 
make sure everyone who wants to be a teacher 
can afford to attend a quality preparation 
program. To make this a reality, we identify and 
work to remove financial barriers to quality 
preparation that disproportionately impact 
aspiring teachers who are Black, Indigenous, or 
People of Color.  
 

RENAISSANCE LEARNING 
Amanda Pottinger  |  (561) 962-5314 
amanda.pottinger@renaissance.com 
renaissance.com  
Renaissance is a global leader in assessment, 
reading, math, early literacy, and data-driven 
solutions for pre-K-12 schools and districts. 
Renaissance is committed to providing teacher-
facilitated instructional delivery with resources 
to help students build a strong foundation for 
success.  
 
  
    SCHOOL OUTFITTERS  
Kim Machado  |  (800) 260-2776 
kim.machado@schooloutfitters.com 
SchoolOutfitters.com  
School Outfitters works hard to bring your 
learning space visions to life. We pride ourselves 
on enterprise-level project services like expert 
space planning and hassle-free installation. And 
with ready-to-ship inventory, your project will 
get done on time and on budget.
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MEMBERS MORTGAGE CORP. 
Kerry Fleming  |  (516) 622-9007 
kerry@MembersMortgageCorp.com 
MembersMortgageCorp.com  
Members Mortgage provides a true no-fees 
mortgage loan program to all New York State 
teaching professionals. Purchase and refinancing 
available with over 20 years of service.

 
 MOVE THIS WORLD 
Caitlin Daly  |  (917) 261-6453 
cdaly@movethisworld.com 
movethisworld.com  
Move This World is the leading provider of social 
emotional learning (SEL) multimedia experiences 
for pre-K-12 students, educators, and families, 
providing a robust, engaging, and participatory 
daily curriculum designed to empower students 
by strengthening the skills that foster well-being.

NEW YORK SCHOOLS INSURANCE 
RECIPROCAL 
Chuck Chafee  |  (315) 794-1358 
cchafee@nysir.org | nysir.org  
New York Schools Insurance Reciprocal is a unique 
not-for-profit insurance company governed by 
and created for the sole benefit of its member 
districts and BOCES. NYSIR subscribers receive 
outstanding protection, expert legal defense, and 
extensive safety and risk management services.

PARCHMENT 
Brian Drummey  |  (860) 422-0475 
brian.drummey@parchment.com 
parchment.com  
Parchment facilitates K-12 records management 
through an easy-to-use technology solution. Our 
comprehensive, self-service platform is designed 
so that learners, counselors, registrars, and district 
personnel can spend less time manually processing  
transcript requests and more time focusing on 
student success. 

THE JED FOUNDATION 
Glenn Karaban  |  (973) 879-6792 
glenn@jedfoundation.org 

JED High School, an 18-to-24-month technical 
assistance program of the Jed Foundation, is 
dedicated to helping high schools and districts 
evaluate and strengthen their programming and 
systems related to suicide prevention, mental 
health, and substance misuse prevention.

     THE POSITIVITY PROJECT 
Brian Whitley  |  (518) 730-8526 
brian.whitley@posproject.org 
www.posproject.org  
The Positivity Project empowers youth to build 
positive relationships and become their best 
selves. Our digital suite of SEL resources/character 
education lessons helps pre-K-12 educators teach 
positive psychology’s 24 character strengths and 
Other People Mindset in just 15 minutes/day. 

 
U.S. ARMY RECRUITING BATTALION 
Lynn Currier  |  (518) 266-7451 
lynn.currier.civ@mail.mil 
goarmy.com  
Education service specialists present educational 
programs and products the U.S. Army offers 
schools and its students, which cost nothing 
and carry no military service obligation. These 
programs assist youth with long-term planning 
and identify with the student’s potential career 
paths.

 ZANER-BLOSER 
Steve Hage  |  (518) 935-0874 
steve.hage@zaner-bloser.com

Jay Fabrizi  |  (518) 369-8277 
jay.fabrizi@zaner-bloser.com 
superkidsreading.com  
Zaner-Bloser is an educational-solutions company 
that specializes in delivering explicit instruction 
and a solid academic foundation for pre-K-8 
students in reading and language arts.
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