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LEADERSHIP ESSENTIAL NO. 004

The First-Year Principal
Playbook

20 Leadership Lessons I Wish Someone Had Taught Me Before My First
Day as Principal

FOUNDER'S NOTE

This playbook was created to help first-year principals build confidence, avoid common mistakes, and
focus on what matters most: students, staff, and sustainable leadership.

Building Leaders. Building Systems. Transforming Schools.
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Before Your First Day
Use these lessons as a practical leadership compass. The highlighted boxes are coaching and capacity
moves because they help new principals lead adults, develop others, and build systems instead of
dependence.

LESSON 01

Build Relationships Before You Build Change
Spend your first weeks listening more than
leading. People support leaders they trust.

LESSON 02

Do Not Change Systems Until You
Understand Them
Observe. Ask questions. Seek context. Improve
with purpose, not emotion.

LESSON 03

Learn Every Staff Member's Story
Titles do not build relationships. Understanding
people does.

LESSON 04

Be Visible Every Day
Leadership should be experienced, not hidden
behind an office door. Students, staff, and
families should regularly see their principal.

LESSON 05

Establish Clear Non-Negotiables
People cannot consistently meet expectations
they do not clearly understand. Define them.
Model them. Reinforce them.

LESSON 06

Protect Your Calendar
Every yes is a no to something else. Guard your
time with purpose.

LESSON 07

Never Walk Past a Problem
Culture is built through consistency. Small issues
become large problems when ignored.

LEADER COACHING MOVE

Visit Classrooms Every Day
Not to evaluate. To encourage. To learn. To
coach. Instruction is your greatest responsibility.

LESSON 09

Build Trust With Families Early
Do not let the first phone call home be about a
problem. Lead with encouragement and
partnership.

LEADER COACHING MOVE

Build Leaders, Not Followers
Every decision should increase someone else's
leadership capacity. Strong schools are not
dependent on one leader.
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Keep Building the Engine

LESSON 11

Celebrate Small Wins
Momentum matters. Recognize effort. Celebrate
progress. Build confidence.

LESSON 12

Know Your Data
Know your attendance, behavior trends,
academic data, and students. If you do not know
your numbers, you do not fully know your school.

LEADER COACHING MOVE

Ask More Questions Than You Answer
Questions develop thinking. Answers develop
dependence. Coach through curiosity.

LEADER COACHING MOVE

Build Systems That Survive Your Absence
If everything stops when you leave the building,
your systems need strengthening. Create
leadership capacity throughout your school.

LEADER COACHING MOVE

Coach in Real Time
The most powerful coaching conversations
happen immediately, not weeks later during
evaluations.

LESSON 16

Protect School Culture Daily
Culture is strengthened through consistent
leadership, not occasional events. Every
interaction either builds or weakens your culture.

LESSON 17

Remember That Every Adult Impacts
Students
Teachers, office staff, custodians,
paraprofessionals, bus drivers, and every adult
contribute to the student experience. Lead
everyone with equal respect.

LESSON 18

Never Lose Sight of Instruction
Operations matter. Culture matters.
Relationships matter. But instruction remains the
core work of every school leader.

LESSON 19

Leadership Is a Marathon
You do not need to solve every problem in your
first month. Build one strong system at a time.
Small wins create lasting change.

LESSON 20

Leave Every School Better Than You Found It
Your legacy is not what you accomplished while
you were there. Your legacy is what continues
because you were there.
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Five Leadership Commitments
[ ] Build relationships before making changes.

[ ] Lead with consistency.

[ ] Coach more than you correct.

[ ] Build systems instead of dependency.

[ ] Keep students at the center of every decision.

CONTINUE THE JOURNEY

The complete Build the Engine™ Leadership Platform expands on each lesson with leadership videos,
coaching scenarios, reflection journals, implementation guides, downloadable tools, monthly leadership
milestones, and live professional learning opportunities. Coming June 2027.

Build the Engine™ Leadership Philosophy
Leadership is not about doing more. It is about focusing on the right work, at the right time, while
intentionally building leaders who can sustain success long after you leave the room.

Building Leaders. Building Systems. Transforming Schools.


