The Harbor Worth Reaching
Leadership That Carries a School to Where Every Child Is Healthy, Safe, Engaged, Supported, and Challenged
If the map were already drawn and the course already fixed, and all a captain needed to do was keep the boat in the water and paddle, the world wouldn’t really need leaders at all — just clerks. Anyone can keep a wheel steady on a river with banks on both sides. But no one has ever drawn a perfect map of a school, because a school isn’t a river; it’s open water, with fog that never quite clears. That’s precisely why our schools are calling out for strong leadership — and it’s also why many captains, when given the wheel on open water without a map, mistake the lack of a map for not having a job.
The Myth of the All-Knowing Captain
Here’s a common myth many captains hear when they start: that they were handed the wheel because they already have all the answers. It’s a soothing story, but mostly not true. Some of the challenges a ship faces are technical—like a leaking pipe, a torn sail, or a compass that needs recalibrating. These technical issues are fixable with the right tools and the right experts, making them manageable and solvable.
But the real challenge that truly calls for a captain is quite different. It resides in the stomach and heart, not just the head. Let’s call it adaptive trouble: when the crew stops trusting one another, or when the old way of dividing tasks no longer fits the size of the ship, or when half the sailors are quietly mourning a course the captain has chosen to abandon. 
This isn’t something that can be fixed with a manual, nor can an expert be flown in to resolve it with logic alone. The answer isn’t a hidden fact; it’s inside the people themselves—within their values, habits, and sense of what they’re owed. A captain who mistakes adaptive trouble for technical trouble might give instructions the crew needs to follow, only to wonder later why nothing changed.
That’s why people often have a stronger resistance to a good captain than a bad one. It’s not the change itself they fear, but the possibility of losing what they cherish. When you tell a crew what they need to hear instead of what they want to hear, or when you challenge lifelong habits, some might see you as a threat. You may see a stunning coastline ahead, full of exciting opportunities, but they might only see what they’re being asked to leave behind on the familiar shore. Recognizing this helps us lead with more understanding and compassion.
Assembling a Crew Worth Trusting
No captain ever ventures into open water alone, and those who attempt to do so are often the ones who end up sinking first. Even sailors who trust in the direction of their ship tend to hesitate when it comes to sharing the risks involved — which is why discovering genuine partners, rather than just willing hands, is so crucial. It’s a task that’s easier said than done, but truly important.
The best captains earn a reputation for a special kind of restraint. Their guiding principle is simple: hire a talented artist like Rembrandt and trust their creative process, without micromanaging. Set a clear destination so everyone understands the goal and feels excited to be part of the journey. Then, bring on the most capable hands and truly trust them — because people are not just oars. They bring their own judgment, their own drive to make a difference. A crew treated like mere rowing machines will do just enough to get by, often resentfully, and only as long as someone is watching.
None of this takes place out in the open air either. Every ship carries with it a hull full of barnacles—like a lengthy rulebook over 3,500 pages long, filled with regulations layered upon regulations. Some are written by the state, others by the federal government, often in conflict with each other. 
Keeping up with all the paperwork requires a small team of clerks, so that it doesn’t overwhelm the real mission. Sailors who seem to have become soft in their duties are almost impossible to disembark. According to one study, only 3 percent of captains find it easy, while nearly a third find it nearly impossible. But none of this means sailing should stop. It’s simply the water the ship moves through, and pretending otherwise would be like sinking ourselves — a kind of shipwreck of its own.
What the Storms Take
Eventually, every meaningful journey faces weather, and that’s when a captain truly understands the true costs of leadership. Any significant change that affects the entire ship will inevitably come with sacrifices for those who were doing well under the previous setup. If people aren’t willing to come along, they might become casualties of the necessary course correction. A captain who can’t accept this, or who downplays the sacrifices needed by suggesting no one has to give anything up, ends up sending a message to the crew that the destination wasn’t truly important from the start.
The second type of discipline is even more challenging: when a storm strikes, a captain who spends his time blaming the crew, the weather, or the ship’s builders is actually distancing himself from the real issues that need to be solved. Taking responsibility for your part isn’t a sign of weakness; it’s the key to truly understanding what’s going wrong, rather than just avoiding the real problem.
Throughout it all, it’s important to keep the wheel steady with more than just instinct. Anchor your journey in two unwavering guiding lights: a passionate, unapologetic commitment to fairness for everyone on board, and an equally passionate dedication to excellence for all, not just those nearest to shore. By steering by these two stars, even a captain without a map can find his way.
Five Marks on the Chart
All of these things — the storms, the barnacles, the crew, the two fixed stars — hold meaning only when there’s a destination that truly makes it all worthwhile. So, what does that special harbor actually look like, the one worth going through all this effort to reach?
Imagine a harbor where every child’s health comes first. When a child is sick, hungry, struggling to see the blackboard, or dealing with unaddressed pain or sadness, their chances of thriving in school diminish, regardless of how excellent the school is. Health isn’t just an extra; it’s the foundation that supports all learning. Prioritizing children’s health creates a stronger, more welcoming environment for everyone to grow and succeed.
Imagine a harbor where every child feels safe, engaged, and supported—it’s a beautiful vision. Sadly, only 38 percent of American students say they always feel secure at school, and nearly a third rarely or never do. Many kids who leave school feel their schools could have done more to enforce basic discipline, and only a small number feel they have a real voice in the rules that affect them. Just like a ship with an unsafe crew, a school where students don’t feel secure isn’t heading in a good direction.
Now, picture a harbor where children are truly engaged—curious, motivated, and able to see how what they’re learning connects to their future, instead of just counting down the minutes until they can leave.
And think of a harbor where every child is supported by caring adults who are prepared to help. Research suggests that, ideally, each counselor should support about 250 students, but the average nationwide is closer to 488, with some states far exceeding that number. When a crew is that large and under-supported, some sailors inevitably go unnoticed, with serious consequences.
Think of this as a welcoming harbor where every child is truly encouraged to explore — with access to arts, language, civics, and a well-rounded education that prepares them for real life, not just tests. Right now, only about a third of secondary students and one in twenty elementary students study a foreign language, even though six in ten Americans wish schools offered more than just the basics, and nearly nine in ten believe the arts should be part of public education. In this picture, the public can clearly see this inviting harbor. Now, it just needs its captains to set sail and make it a reality.
A Fleet, Not a Single Ship
A harbor this ambitious isn’t reached by a single ship, no matter how skillfully it’s steered. It takes a whole fleet—just like strong schools do by splitting into smaller groups. Each group has its own leader, carefully guiding and watching over the water, filled with dedicated sailors who help each other learn reading, math, science, technology, and all the other waves students have to ride. Every principal needs teacher-leaders beside her, helping guide the team toward shared goals, because even the most talented captain can’t watch every current at once.
The true measure of success isn’t just the ship’s appearance when its captain departs, but how many sailors are prepared to take the helm themselves later on — captains who can venture even further because she believed in them and gave them the right tools to succeed. Before she leaves, though, she needs to ask herself some heartfelt questions: Are her crew truly growing? Are the smaller boats learning to navigate together smoothly? Is the entire fleet genuinely serving the harbor it began from? And, most importantly, do the students and their families who set out with good faith feel that their journey was meaningful and worthwhile?
Reading the Compass
There was never really a map to guide us through this journey. Instead, we have a compass — fairness and excellence — that stays steady through every storm. And there’s a welcoming harbor we can name with pride, even before the fog clears enough to see it: a school where every child feels healthy, safe, engaged, supported, and challenged. In the end, a captain’s most meaningful legacy isn’t just the ship she sailed, but the fleet she leaves behind, which continues to sail long after she steps ashore.
