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COVID-19 and remote learning have taken a significant 
toll on our schools. Recent stories in major media outlets 
have focused attention on the mental health challenges 
students and educators have been contending with over 
the past year. 

These significant mental health issues only have 
exacerbated a longstanding problem within schools—
the severe shortage of school-based mental health 
professionals (psychologists, counselors and social 
workers)—and the lack of other specialized instructional 
support personnel. 

Recognizing deep needs in this area, AFSA has been 
lobbying Congress to increase funding in Fiscal Year 2022 
for the Safe Schools National Activities Program, to ensure 
the necessary mental health resources are available to all 
children across the nation as they head back to school.

The legislative team also is pushing for more funding 
for IDEA Part D Personnel Development Grants. This 
program is designed to increase the pipeline of well-
prepared special education teachers, leaders, early 
interventionists, administrators, school-employed mental 
health professionals and specialized instructional support 
personnel.

As a recent letter to Congress that AFSA endorsed argued, 
“Given the critical impact of COVID-19 on students, 
especially students from vulnerable populations, such 
as students with disabilities, students of color, and 
LGBTQ students—in terms of both academics and social/
emotional/mental well-being—and the well-documented 
shortages of such professionals, a targeted and 
significantly increased federal investment in each of these 
three programs is vital.” n

AFSA Makes Push
With Lawmakers
for Mental Health

Hungry students have a difficult time learning. AFSA is 
supporting the Universal School Meals Program Act to help 
students overcome that obstacle. 

The USDA estimates that 12 million children in the United 
States live in food insecure homes. Since COVID-19 
started, schools across the nation have played an 
important role in combating the spike in child hunger 
caused by the pandemic. Through a combination of 
federal waivers, many schools for the first time were 
able to provide free breakfast and lunch to all students 
regardless of their family’s income.

The Universal School Meals Program Act would provide 
free breakfast, lunch and dinner to every student—without 
demanding they prove they are poor enough to deserve 
help getting three meals a day.

According to Sens. Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.) and Kirsten 
Gillibrand (D-N.Y.), and Reps. Gwen Moore (D-Wis.) and 
Ilhan Omar (D-Minn.), the bill’s sponsors, not all eligible 
students participate in the program due to a variety of 
reasons, including burdensome application paperwork 
and stigma. “It is time to build off of the success of the 
universal meals structure in place during this pandemic and 
eliminate the stigma some children fear of being labeled 
‘poor’ by their classmates once and for all. Every child 
deserves to eat,” the sponsors declared in a statement 
upon introduction.

Multiple studies show that students with access to free 
breakfast have improved attendance rates and perform 
better in school. Moreover, universal school meals have 
been shown to increase overall school participation rates. n

Universal School Meals 
Would Enhance Learning
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We are here to help you guarantee your family’s financial 
security with supplemental, tax-free cash benefits!

AVAILABLE BENEFITS:*

Programs Administered by:

M3 Technology
“Protecting Your Future Today”

New Voluntary Benefits for the Members of 
American Federation of School Administrators

• Guaranteed Acceptance Life Insurance with “Living Benefits” for Chronic Condition
for Long-Term Expenses and Critical Care for Members, Spouses, and Children**

• Guaranteed Acceptance Disability Income Benefits
• Accident Coverage with Special Family Education Benefits

• Critical Illness and Wellness Benefits
• Discounted Homeowners and Auto Insurance

From the staff of M3 Technology, with more than 40 years of service to 
union members and their families nationwide.

Call for Consultation and Information

(833) 441-2754

*Ask about benefits available in your state.
**Members who are actively at work at time of application can’t be refused coverage..
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“How Principals Affect Students and 
Schools: A Systematic Synthesis of 
Two Decades of Research,” draws on 
20 years of research and 219 studies 
to make its findings. Additionally, the 
synthesis identifies four behaviors of 
principals linked to positive school 
outcomes, suggests continued 
reorientation of the work of principals 
toward educational equity, and offers 
an emerging vision of how the four 
behaviors can be carried out with an 
equity focus.

“The results of this new study are 
striking, suggesting that the link 
between leadership and learning is 
even stronger than we had previously 
known,” said Will Miller, president 
of The Wallace Foundation. “Of 
course, an effective principal’s 
ability to create better outcomes for 
students happens primarily through 
working with teachers, so rather than 
thinking in terms of either/or, the 
evidence suggests we need a balance 
of investments in developing great 
principals and great teachers.”

“For those of us who have worked in 
schools, these findings are no surprise,” 
said American Federation of School 
Administrators (AFSA) President Ernest 
Logan. “Strong leaders motivate the 
whole school community, and the 
natural impact is success.

“What this study shows is America 
needs to empower and invest in 
principals to better prepare and support 
them,” said Logan. “AFSA has long 
advocated for larger investment in 

school leader recruitment and training, 
understanding it will have a very 
large payoff on our schools’ learning 
environment.”

The Wallace research synthesis 
addressed three questions:

•	 How much do principals contribute 
to student achievement and other 
school outcomes?

•	 How do principals matter? What are 
effective leaders’ skills, behaviors 
and characteristics?

•	 Who are public school principals in 
the United States, and how have 
their characteristics changed over 
the past two decades?

To gauge the impact of principals 
on student learning, the researchers 
examined six rigorous studies that 
followed the same schools and 
principals over multiple years by using 
district and state longitudinal data 
available only in the last decade or 
so. The studies permit plausibly causal 
inferences about principal impacts; in 
analyzing the six together, the authors 
were able to make more precise 
estimates than previously possible of 
the impact of effective principals.

The six studies estimating principals’ 
effects showed that their contributions 
to student achievement were nearly as 
large as the average effects of teachers 
identified in similar studies—but larger 
in scope, because effects are averaged 
over an entire school rather than a 
classroom. 

The researchers emphasized that 
principal and teacher effects on student 
learning cannot be separated, as part 
of the impact of an effective principal 

Developing Strong School 
Principals Brings Gains for 
Students, Teachers
School principals who are effective leaders in 
their daily work positively impact student learning 
and attendance, as well as increase teacher 
satisfaction and retention even more than previously 
reported, according to a new study by The Wallace 
Foundation.

“Strong leaders motivate the whole school 
community, and the natural impact is 
success.”
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is to make it more likely a student will 
have an effective teacher.

In addition, effective principals yield 
benefits for student attendance, a 
reduction in exclusionary discipline, 
and increased teacher satisfaction 
and retention, particularly for high-
performing teachers.

According to The Wallace Foundation, 
this study updates a groundbreaking 
2004 review of the literature on school 
leadership by Kenneth Leithwood. The 
authors of the new report are Jason A. 
Grissom, the Patricia and Rodes Hart 
Professor of Public Policy and Education 
at Vanderbilt University; Anna J. Egalite, 
an associate professor at North Carolina 
State University; and Constance A. 
Lindsay, an assistant professor at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill.

“Our findings on the importance of 
principals’ effects suggest the need 
for renewed attention to strategies for 
cultivating, selecting, preparing and 
supporting a high-quality principal 
workforce. The payoffs to successful 
strategies appear very large for student 
learning and for other important 
outcomes, such as student attendance 
and teacher turnover,” said Grissom. 

“Given not just the magnitude but the 
scope of principal effects, which are felt 
across a potentially large student body 
and faculty in a school,” he said, “it is 
difficult to envision an investment with 
a higher ceiling on its potential return 
than a successful effort to improve 
principal leadership.”

For insights into the practices of 
effective principals, the research team 
drew on studies undertaken since 
2000. The 219 studies the authors 
ultimately examined in depth were 
culled from more than 4,800 they had 
identified in a systematic review of 
the literature. Based on the weight of 
evidence, the researchers identified four 
key behaviors of effective principals:

•	 Focusing on high-leverage 
engagement around instruction, 
which includes teacher evaluation, 
feedback and coaching, and 
establishing a data-driven 
instructional program.

•	 Establishing a productive school 
climate, in which all individuals in 
the school can spend their time 
engaging in or supporting effective 
instruction.

•	 Facilitating collaboration and 
professional learning communities.

•	 Using personnel and resource 
management processes strategically, 
including intangible resources like 
time and social capital; strategic 
teacher hiring is key.

To carry out those behaviors, the study 
says, principals need three types of 
skills—people skills, instructional skills 
and organizational skills.

“The education field has tended in 
recent years to focus on developing 
principals’ instructional skills as the 
key to increasing student learning, but 
this synthesis suggests that effective 
principals actually use a much broader 
toolbox,” said Egalite.

The report describes the composition 
of the current principal workforce and 
how it has changed. Over the past 
two decades, the researchers found, 
principals have become markedly more 
female, with women representing 54% 
of all principals in 2016, compared 
with just 25% in 1988. Principals’ level 
of experience has fallen on average, 
especially in high-need schools.

The report shows growing racial and 
ethnic gaps between principals and 
the students they serve. “We have a 
school leadership corps that is nearly 80 
percent white and a student body that 
is only 53 percent white,” observed 
Lindsay. “The context of school 
leadership has changed significantly, 
and to address these patterns, 
schools and districts should reconsider 
their human resources policies and 
practices.”

To meet the needs of growing numbers 
of marginalized students, the report 
calls for principals to develop an 
“equity lens,” defined as ensuring fair, 
just and nondiscriminatory treatment 
of all students, the removal of barriers, 
the provision of resources and supports, 
and the creation of opportunities 
with the goal of promoting equitable 
outcomes. n

“The payoffs to successful strategies appear 
very large for student learning and for 
other important outcomes, such as student 
attendance and teacher turnover.”
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The report sheds light on the varied 
functions of assistant principals across 
the country, and suggests ways to 
better prepare and support them.

Among the key findings:

•	 From 1990 to 2016, the number 
of assistant principals in the United 
States grew by 83%, to almost 
80,600.

•	 The assistant principal role is an 
increasingly common steppingstone 
to becoming a principal.

•	 Assistant principals’ functions 
vary, but generally include a 
mix of instructional leadership, 
management and student discipline.

•	 Across six states, 24% of assistant 
principals were people of color; 
the assistant principal role could 
promote greater diversity in the 

principalship if potential racial and 
gender barriers to advancement 
were identified and addressed.

•	 Principals in numerous studies 
suggested that experience as 
an assistant principal provided 
important preparation for the job of 
principal.

•	 Being adept at certain aspects of 
the assistant principal’s job could 
help improve school climate and 
equitable student outcomes.

•	 Collaboration between principals 
and assistant principals could reduce 
principal burnout and provide 
necessary experience for those who 
aspire to become principals.

“This research synthesis is essential 
to our understanding of a role that 
often is overlooked,” said Jody Spiro, 

director of education leadership at The 
Wallace Foundation. “We hope this 
report encourages school districts and 
policymakers to rethink the position 
as a lever for improving equity and 
strengthening principal pipelines, in 
ways that ultimately benefit students.”

Key recommendations for policymakers 
and practitioners include:

•	 Conduct equity audits to help 
identify and remove barriers to 
leadership for educators of color and 
women.

•	 Develop standards for assistant 
principals consistent with a job that 
can lead to the principalship.

•	 Examine evaluations, mentoring and 
professional development to ensure 
they are suitable for the assistant 
principal role.

•	 Instruct principals on effectively 
mentoring the assistant principals 
under their guidance.

“Despite the rapid growth in numbers 
of assistant principals, the role has 
received limited attention from 
policymakers and researchers,” said 
Ellen Goldring, the Patricia and Rodes 
Hart Professor of Education and 
Leadership at Vanderbilt University and 
the report’s lead author. “Our findings 
shed light on the role of the assistant 
principal, including its potential for 
creating equity in school leadership 
and more equitable outcomes for 
students.”

Methodologies of the studies 
examined by the researchers varied 
widely and used either qualitative or 
quantitative methods, or both (“mixed 
method” studies). Quantitative studies 
are well-suited to answer “what” 
questions, such as: What is the 
relationship between experience as an 

Assistant Principals Have 
Much to Offer in Advancing 
Equity and Improving Schools
The role of assistant principal is growing, both in 
number and potential impact. Assistant principals 
could play a greater role in promoting racial and 
gender equity in school leadership, according to a 
report, “The Role of Assistant Principals: Evidence 
and Insights for Advancing School Leadership,” 
released by The Wallace Foundation during National 
Assistant Principals Week held in April. 

“Our findings shed light on the role of the 
assistant principal, including its potential 
for creating equity in school leadership and 
more equitable outcomes for students.”
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assistant principal and future principal 
effectiveness? Qualitative methods 
enabled study participants to share their 
experiences and perceptions of the role. 

The 79 studies included assistant 
principals who worked predominantly 
in public elementary, middle and high 
schools, and were largely conducted in 
Southern states, including Florida and 
Texas. Most of the qualitative studies 
were conducted in urban locales, 
whereas most quantitative studies 
included all types of locales. 

“The assistant principal role varies 
greatly from district to district and even 
between schools in the same district. 
However, there is suggestive evidence 
that when assistant principals take on 
strategic leadership tasks, they can play 
important roles in improving outcomes 
for students, teachers and schools,” 
said Mollie Rubin, research assistant 
professor at Vanderbilt.

“Examining who is receiving mentoring 
and being encouraged to pursue 
leadership roles, and ensuring that 
assistant principals have equitable 
experiences while in their roles, could 
help diversify the principalship and 
contribute to more equitable outcomes 
for educators and students,” added 
Mariesa Herrmann, senior researcher 
with Mathematica Policy Research. n

How Assistant Principals Are  
Navigating the COVID-19 Pandemic
“The pandemic has exposed a lot of challenges in our schools that 
can now be addressed because they’ve been so opened up for 
everybody to see,” said Dr. Ellen Goldring, the Patricia and Rodes 
Hart Professor of Education and Leadership at Vanderbilt University, 
during an April webinar on the role of assistant principals, co-hosted 
by the National Association of Secondary School Principals, the 
National Association of Elementary School Principals and AFSA. 

Participants engaged in intriguing discussions regarding challenges 
assistant principals have faced during COVID-19, considering the 
unique challenges of the 2020–2021 school year as school leaders 
step up to support their staff and students’ academic, social, 
emotional and mental health needs.

“We need to address those [social and emotional needs] before we 
can even get into the academics; if they don’t have the fundamental 
basic Maslow needs [met], we cannot move to the next level,” said 
Joseph Napolitano, assistant principal of The Westerleigh School in 
Staten Island, New York. 

“Every day I’m thinking what I can do to demonstrate to our staff 
self-care, and how important that is,” said Debra Paradowski, the 
associate principal of Arrowhead Union High School in Hartland, 
Wisconsin. “If we are not at our best, we are not going to be at our 
best for our kids.” 

Panelists also delved into how they see the future of the role of 
assistant principal, considering its position within the school setting.

“Now we truly are an AP of everything—we are the physicians doing 
the COVID testing, we are the attorneys doing the legal, we are the 

forensic accountants doing the financials, and we 
also are the data analysts reviewing all the data,” 
Napolitano noted.

“Planning ahead, I believe in healing circles, I believe 
in listening circles,” said Andrea Thompson, assistant 
principal at Mary Harris “Mother” Jones Elementary 
School in Adelphi, Maryland. “When teachers return 
to the building, school administrators [should] give 
these adults a chance to talk about their experiences. 
Otherwise, you know, it’s going to come out some 
other way.” 

As Goldring noted, this conversation 
highlighted the importance of flexibility 
and autonomy to let the professionals 
make decisions and implement what 
is best for their communities, while 
having the resources to do so. 

To watch the webinar, scan the QR code. n
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As we begin the process of reopening schools, a 2018 
study titled “Educating the Whole Child: Improving School 
Climate to Support Student Success” can offer a road 
map on how to work with your school’s educator team to 
redesign your learning community. 

The report describes how state and district policymakers, 
school leaders and teachers can support students’ healthy 
growth and development, and help children overcome toxic 
stress and trauma, including stereotype threats—the risk of 
confirming negative stereotypes about racial, ethnic, gender 
or cultural group—that undermine achievement by reducing 
academic focus.

Stereotype threats can create high 
cognitive load and reduce academic 
focus and performance.

“Human relationships are at the heart 
of teaching and learning,” said Linda 
Darling-Hammond, one of the authors 
of the report and Learning Policy 
Institute president and CEO. “When 
you ask students what motivated them 
to keep learning when something hard 
was happening in their life or to power 
through a difficult assignment, they’ll 
talk about a person, not the curriculum. This is something 
we’ve always known intuitively, but there is also a large 
body of research on learning and development that points 
to the power of relationships and a positive school climate in 
supporting students’ learning.”

Hammond stressed that during the No Child Left Behind era, 
“there was an intense focus on raising test scores to avoid 
punitive consequences for students, teachers and schools.The 
result was too often a ‘drill and kill,’ ‘test and punish,’ ‘no 
excuses’ environment in which many children experienced 
a narrow curriculum and a hostile climate that discouraged 
them and pushed many out of school.”

In fact, the authors reported that one national study of 6th 
to 12th graders found that:

•	 Only 29% thought their school provided a caring, 
encouraging environment. 

•	 Fewer than half surveyed reported they had developed 
social competencies such as empathy, decision-making 
and conflict resolution skills. 

•	 Some 30% of high school students engaged in multiple 
high-risk behaviors such as substance abuse, sex, violence 
and attempted suicide.

The study highlights six key findings from the science of 
learning and development and, based on those findings, 
includes policy recommendations for practice and policy. Key 
findings are:

1.	Development is malleable, and the brain’s capacity 
develops most fully when children and youth feel 
emotionally and physically safe and connected, and when 
they are interacting with others.

2.	Development is variable and unique; as a result, not all 
students can learn well with one sequence or rigid pacing 
guide.

3.	Human relationships are the essential ingredient for 
healthy development and learning.

4.	Adversity affects learning—and schools should assist 
children in handling adversity, rather than use punitive 
discipline tactics.

5.	Learning is social and emotional as well as academic: 
Emotions affect learning. In addition, students’ abilities to 

manage their feelings and behavior, 
along with their ability to interact 
positively with peers and adults to 
resolve conflicts and to work in teams, 
all contribute to effective learning and 
lifelong behaviors.

6.	Children actively construct 
knowledge based on their 
experiences, relationships and 
social contexts, and this process 
works best when students engage 
in active, hands-on learning, 
and when they can connect new 
knowledge to personally relevant 
topics and lived experiences.

The report outlined strategies school leaders can use to 
create productive school environments:

•	 Build positive classroom and school environments.

•	 Shape positive student behaviors.

•	 Use educative and restorative approaches to discipline.

•	 Provide supports for student motivation and learning.

•	 Create multitiered systems of support to address student 
needs.

The report also recommended the following strategies for 
policymakers:

•	 Develop and assess positive learning environments.

•	 Use school climate data to diagnose school needs.

•	 Help schools improve climate and culture.

•	 Reduce rates of exclusionary discipline.

•	 Provide a multitiered system of student 
support.

•	 Invest in educator preparation and 
development. 

To read the full report, scan this QR code 
with your mobile phone. n

Educating the 
Whole Child

Human relationships 
are the essential 

ingredient for 
healthy development 

and learning.
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Amid the disruption of schooling due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, the oral 
reading fluency for students in early 
grades is estimated to be about 30% 
lower than in typical years, and students 
from lower-achieving schools may be 
falling even further behind, according 
to recent research by Policy Analysis for 
California Education (PACE).

“This new research provides clear and 
concerning evidence of learning loss in 
terms of the development of essential 
reading skills among young students,” 
said Heather J. Hough, executive 
director of PACE and one of the 
principal authors of the research brief. 
“And the losses may be greater than 
we estimate, particularly for students in 
lower-achieving schools, raising gravely 
concerning issues of educational 
equity.”

Oral reading fluency—the ability to 
read aloud quickly and accurately—
is an important skill for developing 
readers that is highly predictive of 
comprehension and other important 
measures of student reading ability.

The research brief, “Changing Patterns 
of Growth in Oral Reading Fluency 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic,” 
details concerning changes in oral 
reading fluency related to disruptions in 
schooling during spring and fall 2020 
using data from nearly 250,000 scores 
for students in Grades 1–3 collected in 
more than 100 school districts spread 
across 22 states.

The study reports that growth in 
oral reading fluency among students 
flattened and remained stalled, with 
students in Grades 2 and 3 most 
affected.

Last fall, those students tested 
demonstrated gains in oral reading 
fluency, but those gains were not 
sufficient to make up losses from 
Spring 2020. The accumulated learning 
loss for second and third graders 
represents 26% of expected yearly 
gains for second grade students and 
33% for third grade students. These 
findings may underestimate the impact 
on oral reading fluency, as many 
students were not assessed in Spring 
2020 and may not have been provided 
with or been engaged in learning 
opportunities.

The research also shows a more robust 
growth in oral reading fluency in 
higher-achieving school districts than 
in lower-achieving school districts, 
indicating that students in lower-
achieving schools may be falling further 
behind during the pandemic.

“These gaps in growth in oral 
reading fluency between high- and 
low-achieving districts are likely a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and illustrate the unequal effects of 
COVID,” said Benjamin W. Domingue, 
an assistant professor in the Graduate 
School of Education at Stanford 
University and lead author of the 
report. “If left unchecked, they may 
result in a widening of preexisting 
achievement gaps.”

The research brief urges policymakers 
and educators to pay close attention 
to the impact of the pandemic on 
the development of reading skills for 
young students. The brief recommends 
that substantial resources be allocated 
to support literacy development in 
the early grades, especially within 
historically low-achieving districts, 
which often serve a disproportionate 
number of low-income students.

“The development of reading skills is 
fundamental to academic development 
and success, and these findings 
should be met with urgent concern 
about the impact of the pandemic 
on development of young students, 
especially those from low-income 
backgrounds,” Hough concludes. 

“These findings are worrisome, but 
they do not need to be catastrophic. 
As the gains in learning made in the 
fall demonstrate, educators are finding 
ways to successfully teach and assess 
oral reading fluency even during the 
continued disruption of the pandemic,” 
said Hough. “We can build on those 
practices. It is essential that educators 
and policymakers take action to 
accelerate learning for those students 
who have fallen behind, and ensure 
that schools have the resources and 
support they need to enact effective 
practices at scale.” n

Lower Rates of Oral Reading  
Fluency Across Nation
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It doesn’t matter if you are in 
Washington, D.C., or your hometown, 
or whether Congress is in session, your 
members of Congress have offices in 
both places and take meetings every 
day. 

Here is an easy, five-step plan to tell 
your story and lobby Congress:

Step 1: Identify your  
members of Congress.

Remember, each citizen in the 50 states 
is represented by one representative 
and two senators (there is different 
representation for those living in 
Washington, D.C., and territories). To 
find your members of Congress, go to 
House.gov and Senate.gov. 

Step 2: Schedule a  
meeting.

Once you are at the correct website, 
look for information on how to 
schedule a meeting with the 
lawmaker. Most members 
of Congress split their 
time between their home 
districts and Washington, 
D.C., and take meetings 

in either office. You also can email 
the AFSA legislative team for help at 
TakeAction@TheSchoolLeader.org.

Step 3: Do some research, 
practice and prepare for 
your meeting.

Don’t just walk in without a plan. Make 
sure you know the issues and have a 
specific ask. Once again, you can email 
the AFSA legislative team for help at 
TakeAction@TheSchoolLeader.org. 
They can provide research and have a 
practice session with you.

Step 4: Attend the  
meeting.

Use your research and your skills as an 
educator to enlighten your member of 
Congress and their staff on the issues 
you are addressing. They may not 
agree with you on everything, but they 
will appreciate your information and 
willingness to engage—and they may 
turn to you as a trusted resource down 
the line.

Step 5: Follow up with  
the office.

Write a note thanking the official  
and/or staff members for meeting with 
you, and reach out to the AFSA staff 
to provide a feedback report. Try to 
continue and deepen the relationship 
by sending periodic emails and, when 
schools reopen in person, inviting them 
for a visit. n

Meet With Your  
Lawmakers in Person
Sharing your story directly with your elected officials 
is an important way to make your voice heard and to 
get needed resources.
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As part of your AFSA membership,* 
you receive at no charge:
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