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The framed newspaper articles are gone. The bowl of soothing lava rocks is carefully packed away.

The principal's office at Andrews High School that belonged to John Wittmann Jr. until mid week is ready for a new occupant. The fourth in four years, if you count the interims. Fifth if you include the principal who quit before school started one year. 

At least 19 Guilford County schools will get new principals next year. Six of those are because of retirements, and three to new schools opening. The rest represent resignations or reassignments.

The effects of principal turnover ripple across the district each year. The constant change at some schools discourages students and worries parents. But district officials are preparing for future turnover by singling out potential leaders already working in the schools and training them.

Ask national experts, and they'll say that principals just don't stay around as long anymore. There are fewer leaders like Kathy Rogers, who has spent 11 years at Ragsdale High School.

Today's principals stay an average of three to five years. Half of Guilford's principals this year have been at their school less than two years, a News & Record analysis of district records shows.

"We've lost some great principals to retirement," Superintendent Terry Grier said. "Are people leaving because they're dissatisfied? I don't think so. Are some people leaving because of the stress and strain of the job? I think that's a fair assessment."

And sometimes principals just don't work out at a certain school and are moved, he said.

When they leave

There are no reports that single out the effects of principal turnover. Test scores and discipline records don't tell the whole story. Why, for example, has Andrews High School struggled in both areas while Brooks Global Elementary has continued to thrive? Both schools have seen many principals come and go in recent years.

A good leader can ease the transition, Grier said.

Anecdotal evidence suggests a big effect of turnover is frustration in constant changes in rules and educational philosophies, said Rosemarie Young, president of the National Association of Elementary School Principals.

In her Jefferson County, Ky., district, more than half the 89 schools have principals with three years or less of experience.

"That's got to have an impact," said Young, who has spent 20 years as principal of Watson Lane Elementary School.

As a senior, Steven Watson, 18, had no way of passing down advice to underclassmen at Andrews about how the school operates. How could he know, since there has been a new principal practically every year he has been there?

"I feel if we could keep the same principal, this school could be in a lot better shape than it is," Watson said.

Andrews juniors Sharonda Davis, 16, and Krisnia Hope, 17, said respect is key. But respect is earned through a reputation, and that takes time.

They said students respected former principal Jerry Hairston, who spent eight years at the school before retiring in 2001-02.

"I liked Ms. Carr," Davis said, referring to former principal Cassandra Barker-Carr, who served at the school for two years before being transferred this year. She has since left the district.

"Mr. Wittmann, I didn't really commit to him, " Davis said.

Like Andrews, Brooks Global Elementary in Greensboro has seen high turnover.

In the eight years that Julie Davis has had children at Brooks, the school has gone through six principals.

She worries about the constant change, despite her school's reputation for good academics and discipline. Brooks has a core of good teachers who have helped the school stay strong, she said.

"The lack of continuity may affect whether Brooks keeps those great teachers," she said.

Her fourth-grade daughter, Grace, may not notice the change in principals, but losing a good teacher would affect her, Davis said.

How they're replaced

Mike Harris, the chief human resources officer, said the district won't discourage promotions, moving principals from a lower level to a higher level. But he said officials are trying to minimize lateral movements - going from one elementary school to another, for instance.

But those moves still occur.

Two years ago, Melissa Nixon had plans to stay at Foust Elementary, her first principal assignment. She was transferred this year to Sternberger Elementary. Likewise, Tony Meachum was reassigned in 2003-04 after one year as principal at Kiser Middle School.

Moving principals "every year or so is not good," said Evan Myers, principal of Ledford Middle School in Davidson County and the regional representative for the National Association of Secondary School Principals.

Superintendents know this, but they also have to look at other factors, he said.

"They have to have a strong leader in that school," Myers said. "And if there's a principal out there that fits a school better than others, then they feel like they need to move that principal there."

Districts are preparing for turnover as more principals nationwide approach retirement.

Many districts, including Guilford, are turning to so-called "grow-your-own" programs, where they search for leaders within their district and train them to be principals.

Guilford started such a program four years ago. The district has hired 18 of the first 25 "cohort" members as principals or assistant principals, instructional improvement officer Deborah Parker said.

District officials encourage employees who demonstrate leadership abilities to apply for the program. The latest round of applicants had to have at least five years' teaching experience. The district pays for participants' tuition and textbooks.

The first participants received their principal certification through UNCG. The district is starting another session there and has a group finishing at N.C. A&T, Harris said.

"The experience has been a phenomenal one," said Cathy Batts, a "cohort" member who was named principal at Brooks this year.

She joined the cohort program after three years as a counselor at Grimsley. She served as an assistant principal at Grimsley while studying for her credentials.

"There was a tremendous amount of support for us," Batts said.

Not only do the group members collaborate, each one is assigned a principal mentor, Grier said. And their immediate supervisors in central office are former principals with a wealth of knowledge and advice, Batts said.

"We feel pretty strongly that we've got a good support network, but it's hard," Grier said. "We don't have any easy principalships."

The cohorts aren't guaranteed a job with the district, but they have a better chance of getting hired, Harris said. As employees, they already know the students, the schools and how the system works, he said.

"I think it's extremely smart because you have people that are vested in the system," said Grimsley assistant principal Edgar Zimmerman Sr., a member of the initial cohort. He is in his second year at the school after spending time in central office and as a community in schools director at Dudley High School.

"It's not likely that I'm going to hop up and leave," he said.
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Eva Slaton, a freshman at Andrews High School, greets John Wittmann Jr. in the hallway during a class change on Wittmann's last day as principal at the High Point school.
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John Wittmann Jr. waves to buses leaving Andrews High School in High Point during his last day as principal there on Tuesday. Wittmann stands with Charles Benton, the new principal.
TIM RICKARD News & Record
PERSONNEL ON THE MOVE 

Copyright (c) 2005 Greensboro News & Record

Author: JENNIFER FERNANDEZ Staff Writer 

Section: GENERAL NEWS 

Page: A1

Copyright (c) 2005 Greensboro News & Record

