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People have asked me why, in my inner-city school of  twelve hundred 
children—80 percent of  them impoverished—deemed in many eyes as a low-
performing school, teachers stay. Without a doubt, the number one reason 
is the principal. I attended Jones High School and graduated in 1980. To 
return to that school in 1999 as principal gave me a sense of  pride—not only 
for myself  but for the individuals who were there, who were my teachers. 
They became vested in the success of  the principal because they saw me 
as the feather in their cap. Once I settled in, the focus turned to building a 
strong, motivated support staff. Because all of  the things that we recognize as 
essential for successful schools had broken down at Jones, we began looking 
for individuals who could identify with our mission to turn the school around. 
There were a number of  alumni who wanted to participate in this growth 
process—individuals who had graduated from Jones in 1973, 1975, 1980, 
1985—about twenty staff  members in all. These people were focused on their 
objectives and determined to make sure that their legacy was safe. 

Teachers Supporting Teachers

One of  the most important things we’ve found over the years is that hiring 
practices can make all the difference. And I’m not simply referring to the skill 
level at which we hire but to who actually is doing the hiring. It shouldn’t 
be the principal; teachers should hire teachers, custodians should hire 
custodians, counselors should hire counselors. We learned this the hard way. 
During my first year as principal, I would fill a teaching position, but the other 
teachers wouldn’t rally around that teacher, because they had been handed 
somebody to whom they had no real connection. So we turned that process 
around so that the teachers were doing the interviewing and giving me their 
top three candidates. Initiating this process had an incredible positive impact 
on the school, because the minute a teacher was hired, all the teachers in 
the department—or in the teaching community as a whole—supported the 
success of  that teacher.
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Bringing Our Schools to the Public

Many people, when they drive by a high school, can’t help but wonder what 
goes on behind those doors. This happens even more with educators, of  course, 
so that everywhere they go, there is a tendency to want to stop by a school—
even if  they’re on vacation—and find out what’s happening in that school. 
Although people feel very comfortable walking into an elementary school, 
high schools tend to look like very closed places, and so do not particularly 
invite the “drop in.” Therefore, we need to bring our high schools to the public, 
which simply means that every day, somebody from those schools should be 
off  campus with a group of  children. We put this principle in place at our 
school, and so every time you’d see a parade, there was our band. If  you 
needed someone to speak, someone from our debate team was there. Jones 
High School students have made their presence known on every university 
campus in the city, from the University of  Houston to Texas Southern to Saint 
Thomas, and thereby created a new window into the school, so that people 
don’t have to look at the building and wonder but can look directly at the 
product. And when people can see the product—the students—they want to 
be involved. Our strongest recruitment team is our students.

Supporting and Valuing Our Teachers

My school district always has beautiful campaigns for recruiting teachers. 
There are billboards all around Houston picturing children along with the 
plea, “Will you be my teacher?” In actuality, however, there is no preparation 
for what you will encounter when you come into an inner-city high school. 
No matter what kind of  pedagogy you’ve received, no matter what strategies 
you’ve developed, spending every day in an inner-city school brings situations 
that can lead you to an emotional eruption, because we don’t really understand 
what it’s like to deal with children of  incarcerated parents; because we don’t 
really know how to handle children who are facing tragedy and hardship every 
day. Those are things we don’t talk about in educational circles, and it’s not 
something the counselor can deal with on a daily basis in a high school. When 
you bring novice teachers into that environment, they must have a tremendous 
amount of  support from the principal. Principals should have an open-door 
policy, meaning not only that their office should be available to teachers but 
that they must be visible throughout the building, so that novice teachers who 
don’t feel comfortable approaching the office can reach the principal in their 
classroom, can talk to the principal at their desk after school, because he or she 
has made him- or herself  available for that individual. Teachers who leave the 
profession do so because they feel trapped, they can’t see their growth process, 
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and so you must take them by the hand and encourage them to continue 
in their education. Though I probably can’t help the calculus teacher teach 
calculus, I can walk through the processes with her.

Last year at Jones High School, we had three teachers retire—you see, we 
only lose them to retirement and termination. When the first one retired, the 
young lady who had been her aide took over the classroom. The amazing 
thing is that she had received her teaching degree two years earlier, but was 
waiting until the vacancy came up so that she could be a teacher at Jones High 
School. To replace our second retiree, we brought in a dynamic young teacher 
from New Orleans, who is the niece of  one of  our other teachers. She had to 
go through the interview process just like everyone else, so she has the support 
of  other teachers. Plus, when you bring in a family member, you have a vested 
interest in that person’s success. So with all that support, everything is in place 
for her to succeed. The third teacher who left was an icon, our big-time coach, 
who retired after thirty-four years. He had been my coach, and I even got him 
to stay an additional two years beyond his original retirement date. When it 
finally came time for him to leave, we brought in a young man who had been 
serving as a long-term sub for three years, waiting to be on the faculty. Why 
were these individuals waiting to be on the faculty? Because we value our 
teachers. And we value not only their opinion but who they are as human 
beings. As the principal of  a school, you must know—really know—your 
teachers. You must know about their families, because many of  our teachers 
have parents who are struggling with health issues, and your teachers will 
want to talk to you about that. And you’ve got to be concerned about what 
concerns them, and you’ve got to be focused on the outcome. Many teachers 
are unhappy the day they walk in because they’re having problems at home, 
and so you’ve got to be there to discuss those things with them, because in a 
sense you’ve become the parent for your teachers, who look to you to help 
them work through the variety of  changes they’re experiencing.

Zero Tolerance on Disrespect

What do teachers really want? Consistent discipline. When you think about 
discipline, the bottom line is that teachers just want to be respected. When I 
worked as an assistant principal, my principal told me to try to get the students 
to get to class on time. And so I went to work. I would go out there every day, 
ring the bell, and write up tardy slips. I was really working hard to curtail 
this behavior, but for what? The basic truth is that if  they were tardy today, 
they’re going to be tardy tomorrow. Somebody’s going to be tardy. That’s not 
the kind of  discipline problem you’re going to solve; what’s going to cause 
a more pervasive problem is disrespect—when an individual does not know 
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how to extend respect for the work that we’re doing. That’s our number-one 
rule at Jones High School: zero tolerance on disrespect. And this extends 
to the principal as well. A principal needs to believe every word that comes 
out of  a teacher’s mouth and act on that word. The minute a teacher tells 
you that something occurred and you begin to weigh that against the word 
of  a child, you’re going to lose that teacher, because that is the worst form 
of  disrespect. And so when teachers say something, it is the gospel. Now if  
somewhere along the line you find out that it wasn’t true, then you can deal 
with it in another way. Students will understand that you only believe in what 
you model.

Building an Involved Team
When children gather around a teacher or a principal, it does not mean 
that they’re having fun but that there’s a high degree of  respect. Have you 
ever been to a football game at an inner-city high school at which there are 
cheerleaders, band members, but only five parents present? The one person 
the students want to see is the principal. It’s a very taxing job, especially when 
you have three hundred and fifty nighttime activities at your school. I’m very 
lucky to have a wonderful wife who supports me because I did attend those 
three hundred and fifty activities each year—whether in town or out of  town, 
whether I could stay for only five minutes or for the whole activity—if  nothing 
more than just to send the message: I see you out there; keep working hard. 
And that’s not just sports but debate, speech tournaments—everywhere our 
team was because we had to create our own “team.”

Teachers don’t leave a school when they see the energy of  the principal and 
recognize that they can put forth that same energy. We have a tutoring program 
for the football team, and it starts at six o’clock in the evening, after practice. 
Many of  our teachers preside over these sessions, meaning they’re spending 
many hours at school. Although we had a few Title I dollars to help us out with 
the program, you can’t pay for that kind of  commitment. Many community 
activities are provided through the high school. We have little league basketball 
every Saturday; we have hundreds of  parents in the gymnasium every Saturday. 
Beyond regular classroom hours, we have just about half  of  our teaching staff  
on the campus, working in their rooms, watching games, or participating in 
other campus activities because of  the high demand to be involved in students’ 
lives. At Jones High School, the expectation from day one is that every teacher 
must be involved in extracurricular activities—whether it be creating a movie, 
coaching a team, or leading a student group—because when you’re involved 
in children’s lives, you want to be there to see them through to the end.
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Taking the Lead
It’s impossible to move an inner-city school forward without the right principal. 
And of  course there are going to be good days and there are going to be bad 
days, but when teachers come to you and express their ideas, you’ve got to 
have the ability and not the fear to allow them to do that. And you must set 
realistic goals; you cannot allow test scores to be the primary responsibility of  
teachers. As a principal, there’s always someone right over your head telling 
you what you need to do. Teachers at Jones High School know nothing about 
that. They don’t feel the pressure to raise test scores; rather, they feel the 
pressure to be involved in students’ lives. And when you’re involved at that 
level in students’ lives, test scores will take care of  themselves.

Building a Foundation for Success

So how do we set the foundation for success? Preparation is a key element. A 
good principal and a good administrative staff  need to identify the true leader-
ship in the school. A leadership team is made up of  teachers, clerks, assistant 
principals, and the principal. (Note that this is a leadership team rather than 
a decision-making team, which is only one small part of  it.) The teachers on 
the team are the true leaders in the school. These teachers—who may or may 
not be department heads—are referred to as boss interpreters. When the boss 
speaks—most likely the principal—the interpreters can take the right message 
to the rest of  the faculty. But you must be sure to bring in that true leadership. 
One of  our teachers, Ann Jones, has been teaching at Jones for forty years, 
and she’s on the leadership team. Ann makes sure we stay on track with all of  
our activities and makes sure we recognize how teachers feel about the things 
that we’re discussing at that table. We also have a secretary on the team to 
talk about clerical concerns and what’s going on in the building. We bring in 
a member of  the kitchen staff  to make sure that we’re providing them with 
everything they need. All of  these things make a difference. When a teacher 
asks himself  if  he should leave—and certainly you won’t teach in an inner-city 
school and never entertain that thought—there needs to be those elements in 
place to help that person move forward and be successful. Whenever there’s 
an opportunity to promote from within, you should do it. I was a graduate of  
Jones High School, and Janet Jefferson, who was my assistant principal, is a 
graduate of  Jones High School. Several teachers and counselors, a secretary, 
an office clerk, and an attendance person are all graduates of  Jones High 
School because people who once attended the school want to work and send 
their children there, but the number-one reason for their devotion is the prin-
cipal and the way that school business is carried out.
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I take teachers with me everywhere I go so that they can see that their job is 
bigger than the four walls within which they’re operating. Once teachers see 
your vision and know what you’re trying to accomplish, they will never leave the 
profession because the profession is bigger than the four walls—it’s the whole 
idea and thought process behind what goes into educating the population that 
will eventually lead the nation. And once they share your particular vision, 
they’ll stay with you, or even follow you to another school, because you have 
succeeded in bringing them wholeheartedly into the profession.
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