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Linking Leadership & Learning School Administrators of Iowa

REPORT
Leadership for Learning

“Each day comes

bearing its own gifts.

Untie the ribbons.”

~ Ruth Ann Schabacker

Marion High School Assistant Principal Greg Semler has been named the 2008 Iowa
Assistant Secondary Principal of the Year. The selection process was guided by the

following criteria:
� Leadership for learning;
� Communication;
� Professionalism; and
� Community involvement.

Finalists: Eric Nelson, Pella; and Mary Wildermuth, Muscatine
Nominee: Bob Murphy, West Delaware County
Selection Committee: Nancy Ferdig, Sioux City; Kirk Johnson, Remsen-Union; Brent Riessen,
Johnston; Kevin Seney, Chariton; Veta Thode, Washington; Bob Wasson, Allamakee; and Tim
Wernentin, Davenport.

Gain insights into Semler’s leadership philosophy and experiences through these questions he’s
answered:

Q: What are some rewards of being an assistant secondary principal?
A: There are many rewards related to being an assistant principal. Being allowed to play a part in the
development of young people and help a staff develop in ways that create greater student success and
academic achievement are among those rewards. As an assistant principal one is a unique position to
support a school’s mission in a variety of exciting ways. An assistant principal plays a critical role in
creating a safe, fair, supporting and caring learning environment through the variety of situations he
or she deals with. It is by no means a restrictive assignment.

Q: What important lessons have you learned from mentors?
A: One of the most rewarding aspects of being an assistant principal is the relationships that one
develops with students. The key to effective discipline in any school environment is creating clear
expectations, remaining consistent and creating relationships with all students. All students will fol-
low school guidelines if they are treated fairly and with dignity. The most critical element to a well
run school related to discipline is building personal relationships with your students.

There have been many individuals who have been influential in my development as both a person
and as an educator. Those individuals include teachers, coaches, principals, and others I have worked
with and for. The one common denominator among all of my mentors has been an attention to detail
and integrity.

Q: What books have most significantly impacted your outlook as a principal?
A: One of the most moving and motivational books I have ever read is Amazing Grace by Jonathan
Kozol. One cannot read this book and not be interested in helping children succeed. Amazing Grace
reveals the strength that children have regardless of the inequities they grow up in. The book is gut
wrenching, sad, moving, yet extremely motivational, in that every child deserves our best, regardless
of what others think or measure as the best. What matters is how a student or young person views
him or herself, which can be developed with modeling and acts of caring and kindness.

Q: With the emphasis on high school improvement, what aspects of high school
would you change?
A: Without question, schools are constantly being asked to improve in all we do. That is a fair expec-
tation. Related to that, schools must accept the challenge that our role in American society will con-
tinue to evolve; it is best to accept the notion that we will be influenced by the changing demands of
society. Understanding this, embracing it and developing systems and schools that continue to consis-
tently create flexible and stable environments that in the end focus on student achievement is an
amazing, exciting and worthy mission.

Greg Semler is Assistant Secondary Principal of the Year

Greg Semler
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Leadership and Learning
“There seems little doubt that both district and school leadership provides a critical bridge
between most educational-reform initiatives, and having those reforms make a genuine differ-
ence for all students.” Excerpted from How Leadership Influences Student Learning.

All of us as educational administrators are aware of schools with thriving cultures where every-
one is focused on student achievement and continuous improvement. We are also aware of other
schools with very similar demographics, support, facilities, staff qualifications, etc. that have

very different cultures and consistently produce poor student outcomes. I would contend that a key
factor which explains these differences is the quality of leadership in the respective schools.

A report by the Wallace Foundation titled How Leadership Influences Student Learning (2004) gives
instruction on how leaders in schools make this difference. The report states that total (direct and indi-
rect) effects of leadership on student learning account for about a quarter of total school effects. In
fact, leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute
to what students learn at school. It is also encouraging that evidence indicates that the effects of lead-
ership are usually largest where and when they are needed most. The effects of positive leadership are
most pronounced in the most difficult circumstances. The study states that there are virtually no docu-
mented instances of troubled schools being turned around without intervention by a powerful leader
(page 3).

The report speaks to the issue that many commonly accepted and oft-repeated phrases about successful
school leadership need to more clearly defined. Three examples are provided:
1) Many labels used in the literature to signify different forms or styles of leadership mark the generic
functions of leadership. Terms such as “instructional,” “participative,” “democratic,” “transformation-
al,” etc. are primarily stylistic approaches. The essential leadership functions needed are to set organi-
zational directions and to influence members to move in those directions.
2) Principals, superintendents and teachers are all being admonished to be “instructional leaders” with-
out much clarity about what that means. We need to be much more precise about what the term means
and what it looks like in practice.

The work of McREL on Balanced Leadership for principals and School District Leadership that
Works for superintendents has helped us to better understand the practices that support instructional
leadership. The work done by principals and superintendents in Iowa here at SAI on descriptors for the
Iowa Leadership Standards also helps.
3) “Distributed Leadership” is in danger of becoming no more than a slogan unless it is given more
thorough and thoughtful consideration. The report states that it is helpful for some leadership functions
to be performed at every level in the organization for example, stimulating people to think differently
about their work (page 4).

The Wallace report lays out three “basics” of successful school leadership:
1) Setting directions. This set of practices is aimed at helping one’s colleagues develop shared under-
standings that support a sense of purpose and create high expectations.
2) Developing people. Providing intellectual stimulation, individual support, and appropriate models of
best practice and professional development to staff.
3) Redesigning the organization. Successful educational leaders develop their districts and school.
Specific practices include strengthening culture, modifying organizational structures and building col-
laborative processes (page 6).

Leadership is the key to successful schools and districts. What we do as leaders on a day-to-day basis
has a long-term impact on the efficacy of our schools. It is important to continually examine our
actions in light of what research indicates is best practice.
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REPORT

The SAI Report is
published for association
members and selected

community and business
leaders by School

Administrators of Iowa.

Your comments and
suggestions are welcome.

Tracy J. Harms, editor

School Administrators of Iowa
12199 Stratford Drive
Clive, IA 50325-8146

Phone: (515) 267-1115
FAX: (515) 267-1066
www.sai-iowa.org

At its November 14 meeting, the SAI
Executive Committee:
� heard about the International Network of
Principal Centers conference in Atlanta, Ga., on
Oct. 17-20. Iowa is fortunate to have the help of
collaborative partners and is well positioned in its
center’s development.
� learned that there were currently 124 mentees in
SAI’s mentoring and induction program and that
the statewide program would be held Nov. 19.
� was surveyed about merchandise to consider for
the SAI online store; the same information will be
requested from Rep Council members.
� received an update on the SAI Fall Legal Lab
including the continued use of scenarios to foster
learning and noted the many anti-bullying presenta-
tions that have been made.
� participated in a learning together segment focus-
ing on a National Staff Development Council
matrix concentrated on principal leadership behav-
iors.

Wallace-supported Activities in November
� 220 superintendent and principal mentors and
mentees met November 19.
� Plans are underway for the second annual Iowa
Leadership Academy Principals Center June 23-25
in Coralville.
� 250 participants attended the Evaluating Your
Superintendent session at IASB, jointly presented
by SAI and IASB staff.
� Anticipated launch of the Superintendent
Network pilot with Richard Elmore is set for
March, in collaboration with Iowa’s AEAs.
� A new Web site is under development for launch
in January which will be a “one stop shopping”
source for quality professional development oppor-
tunities for administrators.
� Results of a three-year governance study will
have been received by the Wallace Leadership
Partnership Steering Committee at their November
meeting and disseminated across the state in
December.

Don’t Dig for Artifacts
Even if you once considered a career in archeology,
there’s no need to spend hours trying to unearth
what to include as artifacts to meet the Iowa
Standards for School Leaders.

The updated model principal evaluation instru-
ment which you may access at
www.sai-iowa.org/principaleval.html contains types
of possible artifacts to use to demonstrate profi-
ciency.

Question from November:
Should the ESEA reautho-
rization give more power to
states and local authorities?

This month’s question:
Does your district use
security cameras?

Go to www.sai-iowa.org
to provide your answer.

* This is an unscientific survey of volunteer
participants and is not a valid statistical
sample.

Give us your feedback* UpcomingUpcoming
EventsEvents
December
10-11 - High School
Summit, Iowa Events
Center, Des Moines

17 - Seminar for Women in
School Leadership, Hilton
Garden Inn, Johnston

January
26 - Getting Your Next Job,
SAI Office, Clive

29 - Preventing Violence in
Our Schools, Sheraton West
Des Moines

February
12 - School Law
Conference, Sheraton West
Des Moines

19 - Winter Institute, West
Des Moines Marriott

20 - Winter Institute,
Coralville Marriott

21 - Winter Institute, King’s
Pointe Resort, Storm Lake

Find registration information and
learn about future offerings at
www.sai-iowa.org/events.htmlPreventing Violence in Our Schools

Jan. 29 - Sheraton West Des Moines

Hear seminar speaker Lt. Col. Dave
Grossman, one of the world’s foremost
experts in the field of human aggression and
the roots of violence and violent crime. He
was involved with recovery efforts in
Jonesboro, Littleton and Oklahoma City. He
has been on MSNBC, Dateline & 20/20.

The author of the Pulitzer-nominated book,
On Killing, plus the critically acclaimed,
Stop Teaching Our Kids to Kill, Grossman
has testified before U.S. Senate and
Congressional committees as well as numer-
ous state legislatures.

He is a powerful and provocative speaker
who repeatedly received the highest student
evaluations as a professor of Psychology at
West Point.

Col. Grossman will use his experiences
from the aftermath of school shootings to
help you understand violent crime, the nature
and profile of school killers, the procedure to
use after a critical incident in order to miti-
gate long-term effects, the one indicator that
a school can use to identify and prevent
school shootings, and the methodology to
doing so.

To register for this event, go to
www.sai-iowa.org/events.html

Results

18.5% - no

81.5% - yes

http://www.sai-iowa.org
http://www.sai-iowa.org/principaleval.html
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[If you have little time for the dynamic interplay of Dante’s “Inferno,” the Chicago Cubs and Notre
Dame football, please skip ahead to the next set of brackets.]

“New torments I behold, and new tormented
Around me, whichsoever way I move,
And whichsoever way I turn, and gaze.”

“Inferno,” from the Divine Comedy, by Dante Alighieri (14th century in Italy)

Iapologize if the above quote does not serve to uplift you as we enter December, and is unlikely to
be seen during any leadership seminars or workshops, but it aptly fit my feelings after another fall
season of Cubs baseball and Notre Dame football. In sports fandom it is difficult to top the dis-

couragement of your baseball team being swept in the playoffs after hopes were briefly raised, but
my Fighting (or should I say “Flailing”) Irish found a way with multiple 38-0 losses and a record of
3-9. On the positive side, as a Hawkeye men’s basketball fan, at least I have that team to lift my spir-
its.

Coincidentally, as a useless bit of sports trivia, if you look closely, you will find the following
inscription, also from Dante’s “Inferno,” above the gates at Wrigley Field: “Abandon hope, all ye
who enter here.”

OK, now I am out of line, and deserving of admonishment, or perhaps an eternity of watching the
Cubs bullpen blow leads. Of course, all will be forgotten when our beloved Cubs win the World
Series next year, Notre Dame brings home another national championship in 2009, and Iowa is
crowned Big Ten regular season basketball champions.

What does all of this have to do with the law? Relatively little, but at least you can confidently
share with students in your district’s World Lit. class that there is hope for future application of what
they are learning. Needless to say, I’m sure my World Lit. teacher would be proud.

[We are now rejoined by those members of our reading audience who find the needless discussion
of sports as, perhaps accurately, a boorish and repulsive endeavor.]

Now pay attention as I seamlessly transition into a discussion of the law.
[Fade in from a black screen. Soft orchestra music playing, as you cross a rural Iowa landscape

from a bird’s eye view. The scene continues over the edge of a rural town. As the music builds, the
picture starts to zoom toward a telephone wire coming from a two-story home. The music reaches a
crescendo, you appear to fly into the wire, and the screen goes to black as a bass drum beats loudly
one time. Still on a black screen, all you hear is a dial tone. After the distinct sound of someone
punching a local number, a 13-year-old girl is heard answering on the other side. An adult male voice
responds. It is that of a 42-year-old man, the girl’s teacher. Unknown to either of them, the girl’s
father is taping the conversation.]

Based on the above and other taped conversations, that allegedly contained inappropriate content of
a sexual nature, as well as information gathered in a criminal investigation, the teacher was charged
with sexual exploitation by a school employee, indecent contact with a child, and lascivious contact
with a minor, all in violation of Iowa Code Chapter 709. Spencer, the teacher, pled not guilty to all
three charges, claiming the father’s recordings violated Iowa Code chapter 808B because neither
Spencer nor A.T., the girl, gave prior consent to record. Spencer filed a motion to suppress the tape
recordings of the conversations between himself and A.T.

While the underlying legal issue in State v. Spencer, 737 N.W.2d 124 (Iowa 2007), was whether a
guardian could vicariously consent to interception of a minor child’s telephone conversations with
another individual, this case provides a good starting point to discuss a variety of legal and practical
issues.

First, it points to the importance of parents, school staff, and others in the community remaining
vigilant and aware of children’s well-being. In State v. Spencer, Mr. Thompson was wise to become
suspicious when A.T.’s interaction with her teacher seemed out of the ordinary. Some examples
included A.T. telling her dad that she was calling Spencer to check on grades, even though school
was out and grades had been released a week earlier; a mother of another child sharing that she over-
heard girls talking about Spencer and A.T.; Spencer calling A.T. multiple times in June, during sum-

by Matt Carver, Director of Legal Services

‘Are you recording this
conversation?’

This article is intended
only as a reference in
regard to the subject

matter covered. It is fur-
nished with the under-
standing that SAI is not
engaged in rendering
legal advice. If a legal

opinion is desired,
private legal counsel
should be consulted.
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mer break, as shown on caller I.D.; Thompson learning after the fact that Spencer took A.T. on a sec-
ond swimming field trip to a lake after the school year ended. Based on the above incidents, as well
as rumors in the community that Spencer previously had relationships with minors, Thompson moved
forward with recording telephone conversations. Whether working with a concerned parent, a fellow
staff member, or even a student, our schools should foster an environment where members of the
community are willing to come forward if they perceive that a relationship between an adult and a
minor just doesn’t seem right. While discretion and a measured response are important in such situa-
tions, I would err on the side of inquiry rather than complacency.

Next, discussion of this case provides a good opportunity to touch on the issue of taping personal
conversations. In Iowa, under Iowa Code §808B, one party consent is all that is needed to tape a con-
versation, meaning that both parties to the conversation do not have to give consent for the conversa-
tion to be recorded. As such, when you are talking to someone on the telephone, and both parties are
in Iowa, the person on the other end may legally be taping the call. The same may also be true when
talking to someone in person. Having stated that, you may want to check your school district’s poli-
cies, as well as with your school district’s legal counsel, to determine the extent to which your district
currently authorizes or limits the use of tape recorders or other similar devices on school property.

There are two rules of thumb that I would like to share on the issue of taped conversations:
1) If you are considering whether to tape a conversation that you are going to have with
someone else, remember the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would want them to do
unto you.” Consider sharing with the other party that you wish to tape the conversation. If
you are taping the conversation to protect yourself, be careful not to use it to play “Gotcha!”
with the other party. Again, remember the Golden Rule.
2) Carry on conversations in such a way that it would not matter if all of your conversations
were taped. Consider this in the same vein as not sending an e-mail that you would not want
spread around the world.

To wrap things up, let’s go back to the issue in State v. Spencer: whether a guardian could vicari-
ously consent to interception of a child’s telephone conversations with another individual.

Due to finding that the definition of the word “consent” as used in Iowa Code §808B.2(2)(c) is
ambiguous when applied to minors, the Iowa Supreme Court looked to determine the Iowa legisla-
ture’s intent behind the statute. After a review of the federal interception of communications act, the
law on which Iowa’s law was based, as well as a review of pertinent court cases from around the
country on this topic, the Iowa Supreme Court adopted the “Pollock Test” (as set forth in the 6th
Circuit Court of Appeals case titled, Pollock v. Pollock). Under Pollock:

[A]s long as the guardian has a good faith, objectively reasonable basis for believing that it
is necessary and in the best interest of the child to consent on behalf of his or her minor
child to the taping of telephone conversations, the guardian may vicariously consent on
behalf of the child to the recording.

In arriving at its conclusion to adopt the “Pollock Test,” the Iowa Supreme Court made the follow-
ing observations:

1) The U.S. Supreme Court and this court have held it is “the fundamental right of parents to
make decisions concerning the care, custody, and control of their children.”
2) Parents have a duty to protect their children because children “often lack the experience,
perspective, and judgment to recognize and avoid choices that could be detrimental to
them.”

Moving forward, in addition to letting staff know that it is permissible for parents to tape telephone
conversations that staff members have with students who are minors, assuming the parent’s reason for
doing so would pass the “Pollock Test,” I would also have staff consider the following:

1) If the communication would occur outside of the school day, does it make more sense for
the staff member to communicate directly with a parent?
2) If for some reason the out of school communication is necessary, or perhaps initiated by
the student (e.g., the student calls about an assignment that is due in the morning), it is
advisable to have a parent at least temporarily come on the line, so the staff member may be
reassured that the parent understands that the intent of their communication is well-meaning.
3) For communications outside of school that are not absolutely necessary, it may prevent
unnecessary speculation and gossip if the conversation occurs during the next school day.
Even if a communication is well-meaning and not of a nefarious nature as alleged in
the Spencer case, we all know that it does not take much for rumors to get started, while it
takes much more effort to bring them to an end.

Well, as a Christmas present to you, I promise not to mention Cubs baseball or Notre Dame football
in a column until spring practice resumes. Until next month, Merry Christmas and “Go Hawks!”

In Memoriam

Vern Hart, retired prin-
cipal, Phenix,
Fairmeadows and Clegg
Park elementaries in
West Des Moines. (11-
22-07)

Rick Hilbert, superin-
tendent at West
Delaware County and
SAI Rep Council mem-
ber. (11-11-07)

“Two rules of
thumb ...on the
issue of taped
conversations”
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school information. If you are going to attempt
to use e-mail to deliver your newsletter, be
sure to avoid pitfalls, such as not keeping your
list up to date; e-mails that won’t go through;
recipients getting more than one message or
even the wrong message.

An alternative is to create a seamless
approach between your newsletter and school
Web site. Create newsletter categories that are
the same as the categories on your Web site.
Also, be sure that your site’s content is kept
current so that parents will have a reason to
visit it on a regular basis.

Source: Meg Carnes, communications specialist, Fairfax
County (Va.) Public Schools; meg.carnes@fcps.edu;
703/246-2877.

Reprinted with permission from the copyrighted article
“What Parents Want from Your School Newsletter,”
PRincipal Communicator, published by the National
School Public Relations Association, 15948 Derwood Rd.,
Rockville, MD 20855; www.nspra.org; (301) 519-0496. No
other reprints allowed without written permission from
NSPRA.

Traditionally, the school newsletter has been
the workhorse of school-communication
efforts. For many outsiders, the school

newsletter is the one regular link to what’s hap-
pening inside your building. But how much do
you really know about what parents expect from
your newsletter? And how do you know if it’s
working as well as it could? To solve the myster-
ies, the Fairfax Co. (Va.) Public Schools quizzed
more than 200 parents on their newsletter expec-
tations. Here’s what they uncovered:

• The calendar is the most powerful tool for
information delivery. Parents say that if they only
read one thing, it’s the calendar. Parents want a
“a calendar that looks like a calendar,” with a
monthly or bi-weekly view. As a result, you may
want to combine your newsletter and calendar
into one publication.

• Information must be prioritized and catego-
rized. Newsletter reading is similar to newspaper
reading in that people scan for information. What
This Means: Group similar information together
on the same page or facing pages. Establish regu-
lar column headings (i.e., Coming Up, Last
Month, Need to Know, etc.) and keep them in the
same place each issue.

• Information must be concise. The USA Today
approach of short articles, bulleted information,
graphics and pictures makes information delivery
more effective. Less is often more. Deciding
what information to leave out of the newsletter is
as important as deciding what information to
include.

A Good Idea: Try putting a brief summary of
each topic in your newsletter, and pointing read-
ers to your Web site for more in-depth informa-
tion.

• Parents do not read the principal’s column in its
present form. Today’s parents expect to be
engaged and addressed in language they under-
stand. Using educational jargon and abbrevia-
tions, long sentences and paragraphs, and
approaching topics from a philosophical bent all
contribute to low readership.

Instead, develop a consistent approach with
your column reflecting the newsletter’s purpose
(teaching parents positive ways to interact with
their child’s education; establishing justification
for school pride; providing information to help
parents truly understand what’s going on at
school).

• Many parents prefer electronic delivery of

Communication Tips

What Parents Want
from Your School Newsletter

D o e s Y o u r N e w s l e t t e r
M a k e t h e G r a d e ?

The previous article is an example of what
one district found. The National School Public
Relations Association encourages all schools
to research their communication efforts in
order to know their audience.
One evaluation method is to include a read-

ership survey in your next newsletter and
explain that the results will help the school
make sure it sends home information families
need. NAESP offers the following survey
questions:
• Is the newsletter published too frequently,
with just the right frequency, or not frequently
enough?
• Are the articles easy to understand and inter-
esting, or not?
• Is the newsletter too long or too short?
• How’s the appearance? Is it attractive, func-
tional, or boring?
• What is your favorite part?
• What do you like the least?
• Suggest additional topics you would like cov-
ered.
• Provide any additional comments.
Remember, taking the time to identify need-

ed information can reduce staff time required
for fielding calls.

“For many outsiders,

the school newsletter

is the one regular link

to what’s happening

inside your building.

But how much do

you really know

about what parents

expect from your

newsletter?”



Zoom Along ‘Route 21’
for Tools to Implement
21st Century Skills
The Partnership for 21st Century Skills
has launched “Route 21,” the first ever
online conglomeration of 21st century
skills-related tools and resources.

The Web site provides information on
standards, assessments, curriculum and
instruction and opportunities for profes-
sional development. Route 21 also allows
users to mark, organize, collect and share
content based on their personal/ profes-
sional needs.

The site is intended to be a living entity
by being continuously updated and pro-
viding an online forum where users can
share their experiences on implementing
21st century skills.

Jump on Route 21 of the information
superhighway at
www.21stcenturyskills.org/route21/

Room Blocks
for Nat iona ls
AASA National Conference
Feb. 14-17, Tampa
All hotel reservations for the con-
ference are being made online.
Make your reservation at
http://reg.itsmeetings.com/its/0802aastpa/beg
in.asp Click on “attendee” from the hotel
reservation page and register with gen-
eral housing (deadline Jan. 14, 2008).

NASSP Convention
Feb. 22-24
San Antonio
Register for hotel
rooms online at
www.nasspconvention.org. Deadline is
Jan. 18, 2008.

NAESP Convention
April 4-8
Nashville
A limited number of
hotel rooms are
available in the Iowa block on a first-
come, first-served basis. Contact Cyndi
Petersen at SAI - cpetersen@sai-
iowa.org. Deadline is Feb. 18, 2008.

http://www.nasspconvention.org/
http://reg.itsmeetings.com/its/0802aastpa/begin.asp
http://reg.itsmeetings.com/its/0802aastpa/begin.asp
http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/route21/

