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 Preface 
 My interest in writing this book is the result of three differ-

ent occurrences in my educational career. The fi rst happened 
during my fi rst year of teaching. Like most educators, I chose 
the fi eld because of the chance to have a positive impact on the 
lives of young people. I started my career in a rural K–12 school, 
where I taught business education, mathematics, and where I 
served as coach. I felt that I was a fi ne teacher, and I was work-
ing to have a positive impact on the students and community. 
However, just down the hall was a teacher who yelled, humili-
ated students, and was sarcastic with her students on a regular 
basis. I thought if I could do something about her treatment of 
students, then that improvement could be more valuable than 
anything I might accomplish in my own classroom. Thus, I 
became a principal. 

 The second experience came when I became the assis-
tant principal, then principal, of a school that employed some 
marginal (a kind word) staff members. Many of these teach-
ers had been in education, and in this school, for a number of 
years. Actually, I was ashamed to have students go into the 
classrooms of some of the faculty. In addition, whenever we 
attempted to improve our school, we had faculty who chimed 
in with statements such as, “It didn’t work back in ’86; it won’t 
work now!” Unfortunately many staff followed their lead. I 
knew that for our school to be outstanding, something had to 
be done to make the teaching staff more effective  and  at the 
same time develop a culture and climate in the school that sup-
ported positive change among all staff. 

 The third factor, which supports the approaches that fol-
low, was that I was fortunate to have an outstanding assistant 
principal in one of the schools where I was principal. In addi-
tion to low staff morale in the school, there were several dif-
fi cult teachers in the building. Together, my assistant principal 
and I implemented many of the approaches that are described 
in this book. We were fortunate to have success in altering 
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the climate of the school. We were also able to generate some 
needed turnover with some of our most diffi cult and negative 
teachers. Then, as often happens with great assistant princi-
pals, he was given his own school. His school was in need of 
effective leadership and had several diffi cult staff members. As 
a new principal in a challenging setting, he was able to imple-
ment some of the same concepts we had developed together. 
This parallel success led to the further development of these 
approaches, which are non-confrontational in style and can 
be implemented in any school immediately. Since the time of 
those experiences, having worked with numerous schools, I 
have been able to verify that the approaches that worked in my 
schools work in all schools. 

 This book is desi  gned to be a practitioner-oriented resource 
that principals can use to improve their school by helping them 
to work effectively with their most diffi cult teachers.   

 Todd Whitaker, Ph.D. 
 Professor 

 Indiana State University 
 Terre Haute    



 Introduction to the 
First Edition    

 I have written this book for a very simple reason: Education 
is the single most important profession that there is. No other 
profession has the same impact on the future of society than 
one in education. This love for children and for schools was my 
driving force behind  Dealing with Diffi cult Teachers.  

 It is important for the reader to understand that I do not 
know of any school administrator anywhere who values teach-
ers more than I do. I know that the key to a great school is 
an outstanding teaching staff. However, there is one group of 
individuals that I value even more than teachers—the students. 
The students are the reason for which I am writing this book. It 
is crucial to me that every student be treated in an appropriate, 
caring manner each day at school. For many students, school 
is the highlight of their day, and the educators they come in 
contact with are the primary determinants of what kind of a 
day each day will be. Great educators can make students’ days 
great; negative and ineffective educators can demoralize stu-
dents and colleagues. Diffi cult teachers can ruin the day. 

 Another important element in dealing with diffi cult teach-
ers is the belief that adults determine how they are going to 
behave and interact with others every day. Students may not 
have the level of maturity to be as responsible as adults for their 
behavior and for some of the choices that they make. Because 
education is so important, however, it is critical that each adult 
who comes in contact with students has a positive and produc-
tive manner of treating them. 

 One of our great challenges as principals is moving past 
the assumption that everyone is in the fi eld of education for 
the same reason we are—to do what is best for the children in 
our school. We should always be open to that hope and expec-
tation, but for whatever reason, we may fi nd ourselves facing 
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people whose current behavior is not in the best interest of the 
students. One of the most challenging tasks principals face in 
dealing with diffi cult teachers is moving out of the natural nur-
turing role. Principals are caring people in a profession that 
requires this approach. If, in our organization, we have other 
adults who choose not to behave with the best interests of chil-
dren in mind, then we have to make every effort to alter the 
behaviors of the staff members or remove them from working 
with students. 

 This book is not designed to be a fi rst step. It was devel-
oped to assist the principal when all previous attempts have 
not been successful. It is geared toward our most challenging 
faculty. The practices included are not designed for the new 
teacher who is struggling a little with classroom management, 
nor are the practices intended for the teacher who is pretty 
effective, but whom you wish would be a little more innova-
tive. Although some of these concepts will apply, this book is 
designed for the most frustrating, resistant, ineffective, and 
negative staff in the school. Remember, nobody likes to deal 
with these individuals, but the good principals do and do so 
effectively. It is also critical for the principal to keep an open 
mind regarding improvement versus perfection. As embarrass-
ing as it is to admit, if most diffi cult teachers would only try a 
little bit more or improve just a fair amount, they would make 
a big difference in the school. They do not have to become the 
best teachers in order for the school to improve. They just need 
to discontinue being the worst. This is not where we eventually 
want to be, but it is important to be aware continually that any 
positive growth is movement in the right direction. 

 This book is not about the formal evaluation process. As 
principals are well aware, the evaluation process is only part 
of improving staff performance. Moreover, the formal evalu-
ation process is often limited in effectiveness by the forms, 
paperwork, and even contractual guidelines. There are several 
other resources available to assist with this facet of leadership. 
Instead, this work applies to all 180 days of the school year in 
ways that are much less cumbersome and limiting in nature. 
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 No strategy in this book is easy. We have solved the easy 
problems. Effectively leading people is never easy. This is par-
ticularly true with our most diffi cult staff. There is not a princi-
pal around who wants to deal with the most challenging staff 
members. No one looks forward to it. 

 We can resolve glitches in our schedule. Determining the 
most effi cient way to operate the lunch lines can eventually be 
achieved in every school. However, any time you are dealing 
with people, it is never easy. Many approaches in this book are 
simple to understand, but they take much resolve on the part 
of the building principal to apply. Dealing with diffi cult teach-
ers is never easy. Doing what is best for kids is often not easy 
either. Great principals somehow fi nd a way to do both. 
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    Introduction to the 
Second Edition  

 It is exciting to be writing a second edition of this book. 
The reaction to the fi rst edition has been remarkable and over-
whelming. Interestingly, I chose  Dealing with Diffi cult Teachers  
as my fi rst book for two reasons. One of them was that there 
seemed to be few resources on the topic itself. There are books 
on evaluation, but that is not the same issue. We cannot wait 
for a negative staff member’s three-year evaluation for them 
to change. It is essential that they improve their behavior more 
quickly. Additionally, if the principal is documenting a teach-
er’s poor performance, then the principal is working. Instead, 
it is important that the diffi cult teacher be the one doing the 
work. 

 The lack of information regarding improving challenging 
staff members is surprising because the problem is so common. 
Almost every school has teachers who work against school 
improvement and do not have students as their central focus. 
Yet evidence in achieving change in the behavior of the troubled 
teachers is not very common. When a principal can success-
fully work with the most diffi cult staff members and concur-
rently increase his or her own credibility with the rest of the 
staff members, then the principal has probably solved the most 
challenging task a building administrator can face. If a school 
leader can master this one, then the rest should be simple. 

 The other reaction that has been so positive is from  
 teachers—not the diffi cult ones, but from all of their peers. Good 
teachers are just as troubled and ashamed of their diffi cult col-
leagues as principals are. And they have not had a resource 
to utilize either. I have received tremendous positive feedback 
from teachers who have found the book benefi cial. Because 
we avoid power struggles in our solutions, the majority of the 
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approaches are applicable to working with peers and even 
diffi cult supervisors! Principals have discovered the positive 
result of sharing the book with staff members instead of hid-
ing the book in a desk drawer. After all, many of our teachers 
have worked with these troubled teachers much longer than 
we have. 

 The second edition specifi cally addresses some of the issues 
that educators most frequently raise when they come to one of 
my workshops on this topic. The new four-chapter section ( Part 
4 ) focuses on communicating with the diffi cult teacher. Spe-
cifi c issues include strategies that work most effectively when 
addressing and communicating with diffi cult teachers regard-
ing their behavior. In other words, when should I approach the 
teacher? Is the timing a factor in attempting to change negative 
behavior? Are there more effective questioning strategies? We 
also discuss additional methods to ensure that we are gaining 
credibility with the many positive and productive teachers in 
our school. These key teachers will ultimately determine just 
how far our school will go. 

 I appreciate all the kind words and feedback that you have 
shared regarding the effectiveness of the strategies in  Dealing 
with Diffi cult Teachers . I am glad that you have found them to be 
benefi cial in your schools. After speaking to a group of educa-
tors recently, a teacher passed me a note that she carries with 
her. The note said, “An incompetent teacher is much worse 
than an incompetent surgeon, because an incompetent sur-
geon only cuts up one person at a time.” The hurt that a poor 
teacher can infl ict on our students is immeasurable. It is up to 
the principal to have a positive impact on the situation. When 
you make a difference in your school you make a difference in 
children’s lives. I want to personally thank you for your dedi-
cation to making your schools a better place for the teachers 
and for the students. 



    Introduction to the 
Third Edition  

 In working with schools around the world, I’ve noticed 
some things individual buildings have in common. They all 
have many teachers who are truly exceptional educators. These 
people are so dedicated and caring that you get excited just 
being around them. There is a real core of professional and 
hard-working teachers who regularly put the needs of students 
ahead of themselves. But sadly, the vast majority of schools also 
seem to have a couple of teachers who ruin the day for every-
one. Students do not want to be around them. Parents request 
not to have them. And their colleagues dread interacting with 
them. They literally are a ball and chain on the morale of the 
school. These few individuals damage the credibility of the 
entire school and to some degree even education as a whole. 

 There is a push in many states to improve the teacher eval-
uation process. Though this may be one step in the right direc-
tion, it is limited in its effectiveness because it doesn’t address 
how to deal with the most negative and challenging adults in a 
school. This “improvement gap” is the reason I wanted to add 
a new section to the book,  Dealing with Diffi cult Teachers . 

 The new section for the third edition is titled “Strategy Ses-
sion.” Its purpose is to help you determine whether the chal-
lenging staff members are unaware/unknowledgeable about 
the effects of their actions or whether they are intentionally 
working against the school and, more importantly, the stu-
dents. Once you determine this, then you can have the staff 
members improve or depart. Improvement should be the fi rst 
option, but if the teachers do not want to head down that path, 
then their having to leave becomes the only choice left. The 
process you can use to enable this to occur is mapped out in the 
new chapters. 
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  Chapter 24  is designed to give you the confi dence to know 
whether your most challenging staff members are intentionally 
doing harm or are naïve or unaware of what they are doing 
and how they are being received. Establishing expectations and 
teaching adults what is right and wrong often will, by itself, 
improve the behavior. However, in certain situations, this alone 
is not enough. 

 It is also essential to identify how harmful certain actions 
are on the culture and climate of a school ( Chapter 25 ). Nega-
tive occurrences that have been going on for years in most, if 
not all schools, can really damage the psyche of the most caring 
and positive teachers. Recognizing these bad infl uences and 
“calling them out” through a preventative teaching approach 
can immediately improve your setting. 

 However, it is also true that there are a couple of people 
who may just be more mean spirited in their approach. The 
third new chapter, “ Chapter 26 : Action Plan,” is fi lled with spe-
cifi c things that a building leader can and should do to bring 
about an immediate change to the dynamics of a school, by 
altering the behavior of the most negative staff members and 
establishing the positive majority as the biggest infl uencers in 
the school setting. 

 The fourth new chapter,  Chapter 27 , is a reminder of the 
importance of the leader in all of this. If you as a leader do not 
assume responsibility, then the power of a few negative people 
can become insurmountable. Understand that it is up to you. 
The infl uence you carry is immeasurable and invaluable. 

 If you want your most challenging staff members to 
improve or else look for a less signifi cant profession, then you 
must know exactly what to do, what to say, and how to say 
it. This book has the answers. Every student deserves to have 
caring and effective teachers. Every student deserves to have 
a school leader who will ensure he or she gets those teachers.                                                                 
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