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Core Question 

The session explored a central leadership challenge: 

How do mid-level leaders lead mission-aligned work with clarity, confidence, and 
influence while operating between a school's vision and its day-to-day realities? 

Richardson and Satcher argued that mid-level leaders occupy one of the most important 
positions in a school because they serve as the bridge between strategic vision and daily 
implementation. 

 

The Importance of Mid-Level Leadership 

The presenters noted that independent schools increasingly rely on leaders beyond the 
head of school, including: 

• Division heads 
• Department chairs 
• Directors of programs and services 
• Counselors 
• Academic support leaders 
• Athletic and extracurricular leaders 
• Operational managers 

These individuals translate mission and vision into the experiences students, teachers, and 
families encounter every day. 

As schools become more complex, the effectiveness of these leaders directly influences 
whether a school's mission is actually experienced by its community. 

 

Vision, Mission, and Practice 

The presenters distinguished among three key concepts: 

Vision 

Vision answers: 

"Where are we going?" 

It represents the future direction set primarily by the board and head of school. 
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Mission 

Mission answers: 

"Why do we exist?" 

The presenters described mission as an organization's anchor. It provides stability and 
purpose even as strategies evolve. 

Practice 

Practice is what people actually experience. 

Parents, students, and visitors may never memorize a mission statement, but they 
experience a school's mission through: 

• Classroom instruction 
• Student support 
• Communication 
• School culture 
• Daily interactions 

Practice is where mission becomes visible. 

 

Where Mid-Level Leaders Live 

The central metaphor of the session was that mid-level leaders operate in the space 
between vision and practice. 

They are responsible for: 

• Translating vision into action 
• Aligning teams with mission 
• Managing daily operations 
• Supporting teachers 
• Solving implementation challenges 
• Maintaining consistency across the organization 

They look upward to senior leadership for direction while simultaneously supporting and 
guiding those they supervise. 

In many ways, they function as organizational interpreters, helping both senior leaders and 
front-line staff understand one another. 
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Common Challenges in the "Middle" 

The presenters identified several recurring obstacles that mid-level leaders face: 

Competing Priorities 

Leaders frequently advocate for their own departments or programs while balancing the 
broader needs of the school. 

A solution that benefits one group may create challenges elsewhere. 

Resistance to Change 

Even worthwhile initiatives can face resistance, particularly when long-standing practices 
are challenged. 

Leaders must build trust and communicate purpose before expecting buy-in. 

Initiative Fatigue 

Schools often launch multiple initiatives simultaneously, creating overwhelm and reducing 
effectiveness. 

Mid-level leaders help determine what receives attention and energy. 

Limited Time and Resources 

Most leaders operate within constraints involving staffing, budgets, schedules, and 
facilities. 

Effective leadership requires balancing aspirations with reality. 

Accountability and Culture 

Maintaining consistency across faculty and programs requires difficult conversations, clear 
expectations, and follow-through. 

 

Trust as the Foundation 

A major theme was that successful mid-level leadership depends on trust. 

The presenters encouraged leaders to ask: 

• Do I trust my supervisor when they say no? 
• Does my supervisor understand my reality? 
• Does my supervisor care about my concerns? 



Brandi Richardson & Dr. Rebekah Satcher: Navigating the Space Between Vision and 
Practice 

• Is this issue worth the energy I'm giving it? 

Trust allows leaders to navigate disappointment, competing priorities, and difficult 
decisions without damaging relationships. 

The presenters emphasized that disagreement is healthy when it occurs within a 
foundation of trust and shared mission. 

 

Six Essential Skills for Leading from the Middle 

The session highlighted six key competencies for effective mid-level leadership. 

1. Thinking Systemically 

Leaders must understand how decisions affect the broader organization, not just their own 
area of responsibility. 

2. Resiliency 

Leaders must accept setbacks, delayed approvals, and occasional rejection without 
becoming discouraged. 

3. Communication 

Clear communication upward, downward, and laterally is essential for alignment and trust. 

4. Influence 

The presenters identified influence as perhaps the most important skill for mid-level 
leaders. 

Unlike senior leaders, mid-level leaders often lack direct authority over every situation. 
Success comes through relationships, credibility, and persuasion rather than positional 
power. 

5. Self-Awareness 

Leaders must understand their own strengths, weaknesses, biases, and leadership 
tendencies. 

Self-awareness improves relationships and decision-making. 

6. Accepting "No" Without Defeat 

Not every proposal will succeed immediately. 
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Effective leaders remain persistent without becoming resentful, continuing to advocate for 
important needs while respecting organizational realities. 

 

Clarity Creates Healthy Leadership 

One of the most practical discussions centered on organizational clarity. 

Leaders perform best when they understand: 

• What decisions they own 
• What decisions they influence 
• What decisions they can recommend 

Clear expectations reduce confusion, prevent unnecessary escalation, and allow leaders 
to act confidently within their responsibilities. 

As Doug Barber noted during the discussion: 

"Clear is kind. Unclear is chaos." 

This idea reinforced the need for clearly defined leadership roles and authority structures. 

 

Leadership's Impact on Teacher Retention 

Drawing from Dr. Satcher's doctoral research, the presenters highlighted a powerful 
finding: 

After studying teachers who remained in difficult educational environments, the strongest 
factor influencing retention was not compensation, curriculum, or facilities. 

It was leadership. 

Teachers often stay because they feel: 

• Supported 
• Heard 
• Valued 
• Trusted 
• Developed by their leaders 

This finding reinforced the significant influence mid-level leaders have on school culture 
and staff retention. 
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Key Takeaway 

The session emphasized that mid-level leaders are not merely managers of programs or 
people. They are the critical connection point between a school's aspirations and its daily 
reality. 

Their responsibility is to translate vision into practice, maintain mission alignment, build 
trust, influence culture, and help others succeed. 

When mid-level leaders operate with clarity, trust, influence, and self-awareness, they 
become the mechanism through which a school's mission moves from words on a wall to 
lived experience throughout the community. 

 


