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Secondary Principals Describe Excellent Teachers 

  

Introduction 

Four secondary principals were interviewed for this study. Each principal was involved in 
nominating teachers of the school as 'excellent teachers'. The excellent teacher study was a 
longitudinal study over two years with nineteen teachers (Vallance 2000; 2001a). Each 
principal had spent at least five years in the school when they nominated 'excellent' 
teachers. Principals were not given a set of criteria of excellence but asked to nominate 
members of their staffs based on their own judgements. At the end of the study, the 
principals were invited to participate in a follow up which was to explore their own 
understandings and constructions of excellent teaching. This paper is the report of the 
principals' reflections on the nature of excellence in teaching. 

Sample and Data Collection 

The sample comprises four interviews of secondary principals in Catholic schools of 
metropolitan Perth, Western Australia. The four were long standing principals in at least their 
second principalship. The schools were selected on the basis of being geographically close 
to each other and arguably similar in many socio economic indicators. The principals were 
personally known to the researcher from a history of professional and personal contacts and 
so were receptive to the request for access (Vallance 2001b). Similarly, the second 
approach to include themselves as participants in the research was well received. 

The interviews were conducted at a time mutually convenient, arranged around the 
principal's schedule. Each interview was conducted in the principal's office and was audio 
recorded after explicit permission to tape the interview had been granted. Arranging the 
interview, participants were told that the discussion would be about their views of the nature 
of excellent teaching. The interviews were conducted as semi structured discussions. The 
audio records were transcribed and the text became the input for the computer assisted 
qualitative data analysis package; 'QSR NVivo'. While not 'insider research', each participant 
was aware of the researcher's own educational background as a context for the discussion, 
as well as the acceptance of two years' conversations with their nominated teachers. While 
there was care not to infringe commitments of confidentiality to these teacher participants, 
the range and diversity of the teachers nominated formed a natural setting for the principals' 
discussions of excellence. While principals often referred to individual teachers by name, the 
researcher did not, nor have names been reproduced in this account. Further, to preserve 
the commitment of confidentiality offered to each principal, the individual principals will be 
referred to as A, S, N and J. These codes have meaning to the individual principal and the 
author alone. 

The principal interviews were not part of the original research plan. During the conduct of the 
longitudinal teacher study (Vallance 2000; 2001a) it became clear that the very diversity of 
talents and educational philosophies begged the question 'How did the principals nominate 
these teachers?' This question in no sense suggests that the teachers were not of high 
calibre, the question was expected to be informative of another facet of excellence, judged 
by the school principal. 

Extensive quotations will be employed in this paper. While attempting to give voice to the 
individual expressions of each principal, the quotations will be used to offer examples of 
what is said while avoiding the repetition of principals' comments that cover the same 
ground. Since the interviews were conducted inside the principals' school contexts, it is 



assumed that the comments made do express a synthesis of the professional and personal 
views of each principal. No attempt was made to verify from other sources the extent to 
which these expressions could be confirmed by others, yet the context of these principals' 
experience allows confidence that these views do guide their daily decision making and 
educational leadership. Lastly, although these principals know each other professionally, 
they were not informed of which other schools were participating in this study. 

Findings and Analysis 

The first finding of this study is that the principals endorsed the original premise of the 
teachers' study. It was agreed that principals should have a broad, integrated understanding 
of their staffs, using a variety of sources of knowledge and their own professional tacit 
evaluations. When speaking about how they made their decisions to nominate particular 
teachers as excellent, principals referred to the integrated knowledge they develop of their 
schools. 

I've been in the classroom with all these people so I do see evidence of how 
they operate; I see the readiness of kids to learn, the response of kids to 
these people and to myself when I come. The other evidence is their 
preparation, their balance, their report filling out, their completion of all tasks 
required. That's what I trust but most of all I trust my ability to recognise a 
good teacher. (Principal A) 

I certainly get to hear stuff from kids. Kids will make comments if you have a 
good enough relationship. Parents will also talk to you. They don't necessarily 
set out to make comments but if you're talking to them for long enough, you 
start to hear that. It's not unusual to hear a parent say that they were so 
pleased to get so-and-so into a particular class this year, they really wanted 
that. You listen for a bit longer and say, "Why is that?" "Oh well, the older 
brother" or the older sister "had that teacher and thought they were 
wonderful." You pick that sort of anecdotal stuff up and start to piece it 
together. Sometimes you do find that teachers who are well thought of by one 
set of people are not by others. There are differences in approaches and you 
have to take that into account - that the styles are not going to be the same 
for everybody. But generally there is a universal approach - what you're 
hearing from the kids and the parents about excellent teachers. You're also 
hearing from the deputies and the people who are in charge of them as 
faculty or department heads. (Principal S) 

The information that principals hear is not uncritically accepted, and there is a clear sense of 
taking input from other school management staff. There is also a strong sense of trusting 
their own intuition, honed over their experiences of schools and leadership. 

One principal expressed a clear sense of what 'excellence' meant to him. When pressed to 
explain further, he answered the "What is a good teacher?' question in another fashion. 

Excellence in teaching is quality delivery in the classroom, quality 
preparation, effective classroom management and results of the kids - how to 
work out the results is a difficult one - progress of the kids; whether it be in 
academic terms or whether it be in self-worth terms and readiness to learn at 
the next stage. These are people who regard themselves as professionals, 
they are teachers who wish to teach and do nothing else, they come from a 
variety of backgrounds, they've had a variety of experiences and they're 
people who believe that [school] is the place where they want to work. ... 



What's a good teacher? Somebody who does the job, somebody who the kids 
respond to, somewhere where learning takes place. And a teacher who is 
settled in what they're doing - balanced in what they're doing, I would say. 
(Principal A) 

Many educators would resonate with this statement, yet at the same time it is short on 
specifics. The interviews were designed to help the principals unpack the expression above 
into more behavioural or at least operational style statements. The remainder of this article 
explores the ways that the secondary principals unpacked these ideas to describe, with 
remarkable homogeneity, their constructions of what comprises excellent teaching and 
excellent teachers. 

The principals' reflections developed five main themes around teacher excellence. These 
main themes of teacher excellence are: 

• Passion 
• Sound Judgement 
• Student Centred Effectiveness 
• Commitment to Improvement 
• Sharing of Expertise 

The last section of this paper explores the reflections of the principals when they were asked 
how they encourage, promote and facilitate these qualities of excellent teachers. These 
reflections lie partly in the section on Commitment to Improvement and partly in the last 
section, Empowerment. 

The first three sections focus primarily on the teachers' approach to their students, or their 
interactions in the classroom. The remaining sections focus more on the teachers' 
interactions outside the classroom. 

Passion 

The principals highly regarded those teachers who have a passion for teaching. 

I thought they had an enthusiasm about it. (He) seems to have a fierce 
enthusiasm about literature and teaching English, and teaching it in a 
particular style in his classroom, albeit a style that doesn't necessarily suit all 
kids, but it enthuses a hell of a lot of kids. He's enthusiastic about it. (Principal 
J) 

I don't think it's subject, I think it's kids. For me the approach is that if you ask 
a teacher what they teach, it can be sometimes a slip - "I teach maths" or "I 
teach English". The response I like to hear is, "I teach kids and I teach them 
English" or maths, because the kids come first. I look at these people who are 
working with kids here - they have kids as their focus, as their centre. How 
the kids respond to what they're doing in the classroom is the central issue 
rather than simply the mastering of the subject for the subject's sake. 
(Principal S) 

I want someone who's happy to talk about "I love the kids", who says, "Yeah, 
I like my job. The money's lousy but I wouldn't do anything else. I think I'm 
good at it. The kids like me" as well as "I know the subject" and so on. It's a 
lot of those qualitative things, I suppose, that you can't measure. 
(Principal J) 



And obviously their devotion to the whole thing. They're very very serious 
about it - committed. 
(Principal N) 

....it's a vocation, a way of life. (Principal A) 

This first finding accords with the views expressed by the teachers themselves (Vallance 
2000). There is a clear recognition that teaching is part of the 'care industry' which is about 
fully developing the human person. Remuneration and pay scales, the administriva of the job 
(important in some senses that it may be) cannot and must not detract from the core 
business of teaching which grows out of a love of students. 

These principals assume as givens that excellent teachers know their subjects well enough 
to teach the content well. They relate to their students well and they have a classroom 
interaction style with which their students can engage. This enthusiasm for what they are 
doing and who they are working with communicates itself. Thus the passion is not about 
teaching per se, the passion is about working with adolescents for their growth and 
development. This idea is extended in the following section on sound judgement. 

Sound Judgement 

The principals have a strong sense that the excellent teacher is one who gets is right first 
time. There is a respect for the intuitive sense of that which is most appropriate. 

You see, how do you measure noûs - the people who instinctively get it right? 
I think the whole thing about excellence is, whether it's intuition or whatever it 
is, most of these people instinctively get it right most of the time. They're not 
in a position of having to backfill, of having made a bad error of judgment on 
the program or a relationship with a kid or whatever. They rarely get it wrong. 
That's a negative way of saying they get it right. But there's something about 
an excellent -- these people, they get it right. (Principal N) 

... a teacher, yes they do get it right the first time. They're a strong support to 
their school, to their departments, to their principal, to the parents. They do 
get it right the first time, because they're capable of doing that. They don't 
make a mess of the lesson so they don't knock-on or fumble-off or give it up. 
They're there and they're working away. If somebody has to be pulled into 
line, they're pulled into line with compassion and a feeling of self-worth - the 
kid is not put down in any way, they just feel that they need to lift their game 
in order to perform. The whole time they're in total -- they're in their classroom 
and it's all happening. (Principal A) 

The term noûs seems to pick up the sense of mostly 'getting it right the first time'. To borrow 
another term, it is a sense of emotional intelligence when dealing with adolescents. This 
sense of emotional intelligence helps explain the next text. Principals were asked whether 
excellent teachers were 'born or made' and Principal S seems to subscribe, in this next 
passage, to the sense that teachers are born. The earlier quotation from Principal S spoke 
about putting the students at the centre of the lesson, and that 'kids come first'. In the light of 
this, it is reasonable to read this following quotation in the context of the seeming ease with 
which excellent teachers operate. Excellent teachers have the sense of picking the right 
level or moment and of acting appropriately. 

... the sort of person who just does it, who just knows it, and there are others 
who could be training for 10 years and still not be able to do it? There are 



people who are born teachers, who fit their work to the kids' level, understand 
exactly where they're at, have an interaction with them that is appropriate - 
praise when necessary, correct in an appropriate way. (Principal S) 

Principal S is also saying that having this emotional intelligence for adolescents is vital. No 
amount of training or further study, if it does not develop this noûs, can compensate for the 
lack of noûs. It is not the intention to suggest that further training is without merit, nor that 
teachers with noûs can not and should not profit from further development of their skills and 
content. It is the clear expression of these Principals that they value this contextualised noûs 
in their teachers, and it is a fundamental part of their understanding of what makes an 
excellent teacher. 

Student Centred Effectiveness 

This student centred effectiveness in one way of re-stating the two preceding sections on 
passion and noûs. Principal N makes the strong point that each of the teachers nominated 
from that school are individuals. There is no sense that there is only one way to teach, or 
even to be excellent. In fact, the excellent teacher develops a 'very special working 
relationship' that is individual and at the same time focused on educational outcomes - it is a 
working relationship, not a social one. 

Certainly in the first instance it's the way they relate with the kids. I think that 
each of these people in his or her own way has a very special working 
relationship with the kids. There is lots of interest in the kids, there's lots of 
tolerance for their foibles, there's lots of support for them and in terms of the 
kids they're teaching, they're not critical people. They're supporting people, 
encouraging people - that's in terms of attitude. What they bring to their 
classes, each of them is very creative in the way they structure the material 
and actually give the lessons - there's no sort of one only way of doing it. 
They'll keep coming back and experimenting - try to bring a whole lot of 
richness and variety to their work with the kids. So they try to reach the kids 
on a level the kids can actually move with. (Principal N) 

The understanding of student centeredness includes a sense of fitting the means to the 
students. It taps into a sense being supportive of student limitations, and that teacher 
creativity is at the service of the learning of their students. The expression 'on a level the 
kids can actually move with' indicates not so much an outright concern about standards that 
is external to the student but more the desire to address the needs of the student as an 
individual and being able to encourage growth and development. 

The energy they bring to the classroom then enthuses the kids and they're 
there about getting the kids fired up. They do have a great relationship with 
their students. But then they're not unique. I agree with you that teaching is a 
relational thing. (Principal J) 

Principal J is reinforcing the relational aspects of teaching. He is agreeing that teaching is 
about helping students learn rather than teaching content. As such, the relational skills of 
excellent teachers, noûs, are well developed. 

The following sections move the focus from what principals understand happens inside the 
classroom to more general characteristics of the excellent teacher as a professional person. 
It is not intended to claim that these two factors are disjunct because there is much overlap. 
The distinction is offered more as a matter of degree rather than one of kind. 



Commitment to Improvement 

The excellent teacher is concerned with self improvement. Self improvement is not an end in 
itself since it is also about including the students and their learning. 

There's never the satisfaction that, "I'm doing a damn good job and that's 
where I'll stay." It is, "I'm doing a damn good job and I'm going to see if I can 
do it even better." She's always on the lookout for that improvement and 
wanting to make the kids enthusiastic as well. (Principal J) 

What they bring to their classes, each of them is very creative in the way they 
structure the material and actually give the lessons - there's no sort of one 
only way of doing it. They'll keep coming back and experimenting - try to bring 
a whole lot of richness and variety to their work with the kids. (Principal N) 

Not only does Principal N reinforce the sense of experimenting in order to do a better job, 
there is the added component of richness. This 'richness and variety' includes the concept of 
individuation; that the learning needs of each student are addressed. There is no a sense of 
'the teacher doing it his/her way', but a search for the ways to do it best for all the students. 
This creativity harks back to the passion discussed earlier. 

There was an expertise in their subjects that was evident and that came out 
not just in knowledge of subject but talking about finding good ways to teach 
kids. In other words, they would experiment, they would examine their work 
and try to make what they were doing in the classrooms relevant to kids so 
that the kids would learn as a result of being in contact with them - and they 
were good at that.  
(Principal S) 

Principal A strengthens the point that the experimenting with different methods and the extra 
work of self examination was 'so that the kids would learn'. This self examination is part of 
'being good at it', in other words, excellence is grounded in the ability and practice of self 
examination for the purpose of improving the learning of the students one teaches. 

Sharing of Expertise 

Principals expressed the view that excellent teachers had positive effects on their colleagues 
and peers. For some, this effect can be communicated quietly in the staffroom and in 
personal interactions that challenge their colleagues. Principal J reflects that not all 
colleagues welcome challenge and so excellent teachers do not always find themselves 
'popular', but there is a sense in which such teachers encourage the best aspirations, 
motivate others towards improvement, and communicate to the extent of infecting others 
with their own enthusiasm. 

I suppose there's the professional classroom teaching-learning expertise that 
they have but also they are people of influence, shall we say, in the staff 
room. Whilst they may not necessarily directly influence their colleagues at 
least they perhaps at times challenge people indirectly, just because of their 
enthusiasm and optimism. It is a quiet achievement approach which can be 
received negatively by some colleagues because they perhaps see it as a 
threat, but it is an encouragement to some colleagues as well because they're 
saying, "Maybe I can do that" or "Maybe I need to think about that." It's more 
than just in the teaching process itself, it's an influence across the broader 
community. (Principal J) 



Excellent teachers are also part of the school's self improvement. Principal N reflects that 
many good teachers can offer leadership and develop the skills of colleagues partly because 
they know from their own experience what is needed and can be most helpful. 

In a way, a lot of things [things that teachers do and have to do] are very 
isolating. My own belief is that a lot of stuff does go on sharing. For example, 
I think in the science department here it's very good, but that revolves so 
much around the guy in charge. He's into writing textbooks and all that. I think 
science is a very good model in this school, where there is a lot of sharing. I 
think there's a lot of stuff in social studies which is improving - certainly 
technology. I don't think it's a strong cultural thing of teamwork and faculties. 
For example, the lady in the resource centre here did stuff on Web pages and 
the Internet, which was excellent. I know Jeff's stuff on science was also 
excellent. People say the best in-services they have had are what they've 
done for each other. (Principal N) 

One expression is that teachers can contribute to the improvement of each other. While this 
might make for more efficient professional development, the deeper issue of this sharing is 
the breakdown of the confines of classroom isolation that limit professional exchanges. The 
sense of sharing extends, beyond that of telling or showing peers how to do things, to a 
more rich concept that includes encouragement and teamwork. 

Empowerment 

This section reports the conversation with principals when each was asked how excellence 
in teachers was encouraged, supported and fostered by them. All principals related how they 
aim to work through middle management and appropriate levels of delegation. All these 
principals recounted how they valued and encouraged professional development (in-service) 
and attempted to encourage their staff to access useful in-service when it was available. 

The first is to keep making sure that in-service opportunities are readily 
available, that there is no restriction or trade-off in terms of people actually 
doing professional in-services. We have a very generous attitude, I think, 
towards people who want to do professional in-services. (Principal N) 

Beyond attending in-service opportunities, principals spoke about a number of ways in which 
they attempted to empower their teachers. 

I say to my staff, and they'll probably quote this against me at some stage, 
"The only limitation you have in this school is your own imagination. If you 
want to imagine something and try it, then let's have a go at it. If it doesn't 
work, that's fine. If it works, that wonderful." I see that getting that into the 
classroom as part of my brief. I don't go into the classrooms and say, "Have 
you thought about doing it this way or some other way?" It's not an imposed 
didactic thing. It's engaging in dialogue too.  
(Principal J) 

Principal J works to encourage staff in a collegial fashion. He attempts to stand beside 
classroom teachers, not in an inspectorial sense but as a colleague and fellow professional 
who might be able to offer some advice as part of a professional dialogue. Principal A is 
determined to recognise the appropriate expertise of teachers and at the same time 
delegate to middle management the tasks and roles that are proper. Principal A operates out 
of a strong sense of confidence and trust of the teachers. He has a strong sense of the 
professional ethic of teaching: 'they're responsible for their job to the level of a doctor in 



surgery', and believes that teachers give their best when their professional skills are 
recognised. 

The empowerment of the teacher to do the job in their own area is essential 
for quality teaching. They need to feel that the classroom is their place and 
they can do what they need to do. We monitor it that it's been done -mainly 
through response of the kids. Heads of department monitor the teachers not 
performing appropriately. They might need some checks and balances, but 
quality teachers need very few checks and balances. As you say, it's a 
vocation, a way of life. My task as their principal is to empower them to do 
their job, to feel that they're responsible for their job to the level of a doctor in 
a surgery. (Principal A) 

  

Principal A's sense of empowerment echoes the earlier discussion of noûs. Excellent 
teachers need few checks and balances because they mostly 'get it right the first time'. 

These conversations do not mean that these principals seek to empower their teachers in 
the same ways. Some of them have a more 'hands on' approach than others and, as 
Principal J suggests, not all teachers resonate with an individual principal's style. Principal J 
does speak for the sample when there is the expression of tolerance for failures and plans 
that are not fully achieved 'That's fine'. 

Discussion 

There is an established literature on teacher retention (Adams and Dial 1994). Stress (Borg 
and Riding 1991), and frustrations with career paths (Luce 1998; Brewer 2001) are seen by 
some authors to provide insight to why teachers leave the profession. Adams and Dial 
(1994), Brighouse (1995), Luce (1998) and McCarthy (2000) suggest that teacher retention 
can be increased by encouraging higher degrees and attainment of further qualifications. Yet 
these quantitative studies, by their very nature, cannot distinguish between cause and effect. 
Hence, the reader does not know whether those teachers who remain in the profession do 
so because they have pursued further studies or, in that the teachers have remained 
committed to teaching they have engaged with further study in order to improve themselves 
(Luce 1994; Brewer 2001). 

While teacher effectiveness is not the main focus of this paper, teacher effectiveness is 
clearly linked to the concept of excellence in teaching. Dunkin (1997) pointedly ignores the 
holistic evaluation of skilled school principals. This omission is understandable in the context 
of system wide evaluation with a penchant for quantitative measures. Yet there is support for 
the belief that many choose teaching as a career for idealistic reasons (Hanson 1995, pp12-
19; Place 1997). This study explores how educational leaders construct excellence in 
teaching. It is hoped that a more clear understanding of what it means to be a good teacher 
might better guide our ability to develop and sustain these good teachers. 

"Good teachers possess a capacity for connectedness" (Palmer 1995, p.11). These 
principals accept this statement. They speak about a passion for the students, a student 
centred effectiveness that transcends the ordinary everyday hassles of teaching. 

The language of teacher empowerment (Klecker and Loadman 1998) may offer an avenue 
of approach to good teaching. Klecker and Loadman (1999) report that amongst elementary 
teachers, satisfaction is highest with interaction with students. Secondary teachers (Vallance 
2000) report that their love of students is the most significant aspect of their teaching 



service. Secondary principals in this sample confirm the suggestion that satisfaction is 
closely tied to the teachers' experience of 'care for' students that runs through a teacher's 
daily activity and work. 

These principals strongly endorse the empowerment of teachers. It is clear that each 
principal is concerned to provide professional space and freedom for their teachers. While 
the principals value structured professional development, it is apparent that such 
professional development is not the most important factor in developing excellent teachers. 
It would seem that this sample of principals understand empowerment being the space for 
excellence to flourish rather than the means to produce it per se. This sample of principals 
construct excellence more fundamentally as the passion and student centred work of 
teachers. 

The series of studies, of which this paper is a part, seeks to move the discussion about good 
teaching to another plane. By deliberately focussing on excellent teachers, the intent was to 
elicit understandings about what produces the best in teachers. Secondary principals were 
asked to nominate their excellent teachers who would be approached to join a qualitative 
longitudinal study. This study lasted two years. The principals were approached at the end of 
the study to speak about why they nominated particular teachers: to understand what these 
individual teachers meant by 'excellent teacher'. 

These qualities of excellent teachers could not be expected to be found in those training to 
be teachers, certainly not in any fully developed sense. Yet those who help form future 
teachers, and those who work to develop teachers, might focus their particular skills on 
recognising, valuing and fostering these aspects of excellence. If we are concerned about 
the quality of teaching, it makes good sense to know and recognise those aspects of 
excellence that experienced educational leaders value. 

Professional development activities and further study for teachers can respond to these 
findings. Excellence of teaching is not just about more knowledge, or even more degrees. It 
is about the ways in which professional teachers construct their self concept of 
professionalism. Teaching may be better constructed as one of the 'care activities' of human 
development. There will always be administrative aspects of teaching, and there must be 
technical levels of skills and competencies, industrial matters and work place issues. 
Essentially, however, teaching at its best is about working for the good of those students in 
one's care. Educators at all levels should not lose sight of this central fact that excellent 
teaching is a care for students that focuses one's energies, skills and knowledge on the 
human development of individual students. 

Conclusion 

The principals of this sample showed remarkable agreement in the characteristics they used 
to describe excellence in teaching. Although these principals know each other 
professionally, it was not revealed to any participant which other schools were involved in 
this study, and there is no suggestion that the high levels of agreement are anything but the 
unanimity of professional consensus. 

The findings of this study can further the aim of guiding professional development. Firstly, 
the teaching profession must be bold enough to speak about the altruism required of 
teachers who aspire to excellence. Teaching is a vocation, calling to care (Hansen 1995). It 
requires courage (Palmer 1998) as well as subject specific skills and knowledge. Teaching 
requires passion. 



Excellent teachers develop an emotional intelligence of dealing with their students. They 
might not all start with this gift, but they will and must acquire it. Teachers are not born 
ready-made, they develop their skills, content and interpersonal, through the exercise of will 
and hard work. The tacit, learned noûs of the good teacher is respected by both students 
and educational leaders, and valued by both groups. 

Teaching is essentially about others. Excellent teachers have an effectiveness grounded in 
their passion for others, their concentration on the good of others, the learning outcomes of 
their students. This enthusiasm is capable of infecting their students and their colleagues. 
Principals report that excellent teachers are enthusiastic about their students rather than 
about their teaching subject or subjects. 

Excellent teachers are not satisfied. Firmly bound within excellent teachers' understanding of 
their own role is a commitment to improvement. This improvement is based on their self-
reflection on the question 'how can I do this better for my students?' The sense of 
improvement is grounded in the passion and care for students rather than individual 
performance. 

Excellent teachers have a sense of collegiality. Excellent teachers share their insights and 
skills with colleagues. More importantly for principals, these teachers communicate their 
enthusiasm and challenge their peers to excellence. This challenge is not seen as a 'do it my 
way' confrontation, but a quiet hope that infection by the un-attenuated virus of enthusiasm 
is possible and will lead to teachers developing their own skills and gifts. 

This paper has attempted to unwrap some aspects of the term 'excellent teacher'. It has 
taken a group of experienced educational leaders, of secondary Catholic schools, to discuss 
what is meant by excellence in teaching based on their experience of their staff in the school 
they are leading. The five themes common to the principals were a passion for teaching, that 
was student centred, and evidenced in the practical noûs of working with adolescents. This 
passion was evidenced in teachers' commitment to self improvement for the sake of their 
students and was shared in quietly challenging ways with their colleagues and peers in the 
staffroom. 
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