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WHY EVERY GREAT SCHOOL NEEDS A POWERFUL MISSION 

A powerful mission statement motivates and steers the whole school towards new 
heights. How do we create such a powerful mission statement that it makes all the 
stakeholders motivated and excited? The board, together with all the stakeholders, 
creates, articulates and guards the mission statement. That mission statement 
summarizes the purpose of the school: why does the school exist? The board 
keeps the mission as the compass for the school; it makes its decisions with the 
guidance of the mission. The board delegates its authority to its principal to make 
the mission a reality. It holds the principal accountable for keeping the mission alive 
in every aspect of the school, and the community holds the board accountable for 
guarding the mission. In this session we will focus on: 

I. What are the Mission, Vision and Core Values? Why do they matter?  
II. How do we re-focus all stakeholders on the mission? 
III. Step-by-step process of developing powerful mission & vision statements 
IV. What are the characteristics of mission-driven schools? 
V. Common mistakes in writing mission statements 
VI. Mission Drift: How to recognize and deal with it 
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WHY EVERY GREAT SCHOOL NEEDS A POWERFUL MISSION 

A powerful mission statement motivates and steers the whole school towards 
new heights. As Frances Hesselbein, co-founder of Leader to Leader institution 
says, “Mission is the star we steer by. Everything begins with mission, everything 
flows from mission.” How do we create such a powerful mission statement that it 
makes all the stakeholders motivated and excited? The board will lead the 
process of creating, and guarding the mission statement. Trustees not only 
create a powerful mission, vision and core values, but they must also be able to 
articulate and defend the mission; be the advocate of the mission; review and 
revise it regularly; and make their decisions according to the mission. The board 
needs to build their board with people who have passion for the mission and, 
most importantly, hire a principal who cares deeply about the mission of the 
school and is willing to make that mission a reality in every aspect of the school.  

The board members are trust-keepers of the schools. They are entrusted jointly 
to be in charge of the direction and governance of the school. Keeping this trust 
is a huge responsibility and should not be taken lightly. Allah (SWT) orders us in 
the Qur’an, to be faithful to our amanat (trusts). The board and principal work 
together as a leadership team to lead the school. As partners of the team, they 
lead the school to success. In this powerful partnership, the board is in charge of 
governance and the principal is in charge of managing day-to-day activities of the 
school. The board chair leads the board, and the principal leads the staff. The 
board and principal work together to ensure the success of their school and first, 
they need to define success. For many people, success means the school’s 
ability to accomplish its mission. Ideally, every decision the board or the principal 
makes should be completely aligned with its mission, which is called True 
North—and no decision should be made that deviates from this direction. 

Unless all the stakeholders share the mission and vision, it will not have much 
power. The board, together with all the stakeholders, creates, articulates and 
guards the mission statement. That mission statement summarizes the purpose 
of the school: why does the school exist? The board keeps the mission as the 
compass for the direction of the school; it makes its decisions with the guidance 
of the mission. The board delegates their authority to their principal to make the 
mission a reality. They hold the principal accountable for making the mission 
alive in every aspect of the school and the community holds the board 
accountable for guarding the mission.  

In this session we will focus on: 

I. What are the Mission, Vision and Core Values? Why do they matter?  
II. How do we re-focus all stakeholders on the mission? 
III. Step-by-step process of developing powerful mission & vision statements 
IV. What are the characteristics of mission-driven schools? 
V. Common mistakes in writing mission statements 
VI. Mission drift: How to recognize and deal with it? 



 
 
 

I. WHAT ARE THE MISSION, VISION AND CORE VALUES? WHY DO THEY MATTER?  

 
 
Core Values, Mission and Vision statements are the Ideological Foundation of any 
school. The difference between a mission statement and a vision statement is that a 
mission statement focuses on a school’s present state while a vision statement 
focuses on a school’s future. A mission statement answers the question "Why do we 
exist?" and the vision statement answers the question "Where are we going?" 

 
 

 
The identification of core values is perhaps one of the first and most important in 
developing the mission. The beliefs and values encompass those convictions towards 
such areas as student learning, school climate and culture.  

 
One knows if a value is a core value if: 

 It permeates the whole school 
 It derives decisions 
 It is the last thing you will give up 
 There is a strong reaction when it is violated 

 
  Some typical core values are 

 We believe that we need to provide to our students a lifetime gift of quality 
academic education balanced with Islamic education and environment. 

 We believe each child is a gift from Allah and they are each endowed with a 
different gift. It is our responsibility to find each child’s gift and nurture it. 

 We believe that we need to provide a safe, caring, and healthy environment 
where individual differences are respected. 

 We believe we are developing tomorrow’s leaders with honor and integrity.  
 We believe all students can achieve according to their abilities.  
 We believe that our teachers are our most important resources and we value 

their contributions.   
 We believe our teachers and administrators to be role models for our students. 
 We believe that our parents are our partners in educating and raising our 

students. We value their partnership. 
 We believe continuous improvement is a key to success and we provide 

professional development opportunities to each stakeholder to assist them in 
their personal and professional growth (Board, principal, teacher and parent). 

 

CORE	VALUES	 MISSION	 VISION	

CORE	VALUES	



 
 

 
A mission statement is a statement about the basic purposes of the school. 
Every school should have a mission statement, as a way of ensuring that every 
stakeholder is "on the same page". A mission statement is a statement about the 
organization’s reasons for existing. A mission statement may grow out of 
discussions around the following four questions: 

1. Who are we? 
2. What are the basic needs we exist to meet? 
3. What do we do to respond to those needs? 
4. What makes us distinctive or unique? 

 
A good mission statement addresses the following important points 

 A mission statement should include the school’s values, purpose and action. 
 A mission statement should say who your school is, what you do, what you 

stand for. 
 A mission statement is best developed with input by all the constituencies of 

the school. 
 The best mission statements tend to be 3-4 sentences long. 
 Avoid saying how great you are, what great quality and great services you 

provide. 
 Examine other school’s mission statements, but be sure your statement 

represents your school. What is unique about your school? 
 Make sure you actually believe in your mission statement. 

 
Criteria for Evaluating the Mission Statement  

 It should be brief  
 It should be simply worded and easily understood  
 It should not be so universal that it could have been written for any school  
 It should be clear about what, who, and how the organization serves  
 It should reflect the distinctive competencies of the organization 
 It should reflect on how we are unique 
 It should reflect on what we do best 
 Our school’s mission matches what we do. We are “walking the talk” 
 Our school truly aligns itself with its mission 
 Our mission is reviewed regularly 

 
What are the things we value most? Core values 

 
What is the purpose of the organization?  
Where are we now? 

Mission 
 

Where do we want to be? Vision 
 

MISSION	STATEMENT	



 
 

 
 
Vision is a mental image of a possible and desirable future state of the organization. 
While a mission statement tells why your school exists, a vision statement tells you 
where you are going. It paints a compelling word picture of a desired future state. It 
can make anyone who reads it, hears it or lives it want to support, work for, give to, 
or in some other way be part of your school. When taken to its highest level of 
effectiveness, a vision statement leads an organization to become visionary. 
 
Vision evolves out of answers to questions like: 

 What is our vision for the future? What vision do we have for our school in 
the next five to ten years from now? 

 If we could invent the future, what future would we invent for our school? 
 What do we have a burning passion about that we would like to be able to 

express through our work? 
 What could be the distinctive role or contribution of our school in the world? 
 What is our collective agenda? 

 
 
 
VISIONING EXERCISE 
If your school could be the school of your dreams and have the impact you most desire,  
what would that look like in the year 2021? 
 
You imagine, we are in the year 2021. One of the board members enter the boardroom 
running; with excitement she announces, “We are in the news!” Share the headlines you see 
about your school. 

VISION	STATEMENT	

MISSION	

AIMING	FOR	
VISION	

VISION	



 
II. HOW DO WE RE-FOCUS ALL STAKEHOLDERS ON THE MISSION? 
 
What is a stakeholder? 
A stakeholder is a person or a group that has interest or concern in the organization.  
Stakeholders can affect or be affected by the school's actions, objectives and 
policies. It's important for any schools and their boards to understand who their 
primary stakeholders are and identify what they most want and need from the 
school. Boards play a key role in helping their school to understand their key 
stakeholders.  
 
One of the most important responsibilities of any leader is establishing a vision and 
inviting all the stakeholders to share in its development. As important as developing 
a shared vision, keeping that vision alive is as important. If stakeholders have no 
involvement in creating the vision, they see no real reason to dedicate themselves to 
it. The board needs to create a shared vision with all the stakeholders and review it 
annually and revise it as needed. By doing this we can keep the vision alive and all 
the stakeholders committed to the vision. The vision is likely to be realized when 
there is a common understanding of a shared vision.  
Let’s first decide who are our stakeholders: 

 

Students	

Parents	

Administrators	
Teachers	

Board	

Community	



III. STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS OF DEVELOPING MISSION AND VISION STATEMENTS 
 
Developing strong vision and mission statements can help stakeholders in your 
school reach a common understanding. Your school must have a vision that all 
stakeholders recognize as a common direction of growth, something that inspires 
them to be better. An effective vision also announces to parents and students 
where you are heading and why they should take the trip with you. Without a 
vision, your school lacks direction. If you don't have a common, agreed-on 
destination, then everyone is left to his or her own decision to imagine one, which 
results in unfocused efforts, with everyone believing that what he or she is doing is 
right. A common understanding of the destination allows all stakeholders to align 
their improvement efforts.  
 
STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS OF DEVELOPING MISSION AND VISION 
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Step 1: Identify the stakeholders and form a task force 
First, identify all the stakeholders of the school and form a task force from all the 
stakeholders of the school. Be sure you have at least a few representations from 
each group. Usually, the stakeholders are: board members, principal, 
administrators, teachers, parents and students. It would be beneficial to have 
representations from community members, and alumni and alumnae.  
 
Step 2: Organize a one-day retreat  
The second step is to invite this task force to a retreat. This could be a one-day 
retreat or series of retreats. Also, it could be beneficial to have a few focus groups 
to get the wider circle of people’s feedback. The retreat would start by explaining 
the purpose of the meeting, which is setting the future direction of the school, and 
establishing or reviewing the school’s core values, mission and vision. It would be 
great if the retreat starts with a motivational talk by a respected community leader. 
Imagine if the stakeholders would feel that they are setting the direction of the 
school, how empowered and motivated they would feel. They also feel committed 
and have a buy-in to the newly established mission and vision. The retreat would 
continue by providing training and guidance in order to lead in developing core 
values, mission and vision process by using the resources in this paper. Give the 
opportunity to participants to ask questions and distribute the resource package. 
 
Step 3: Resource Package for the Task Force 
Prepare a package for the attendees with the following information: 

1. Agenda (see the sample agenda attached) 
2. What are the Core Values, Mission and Vision  
3. School’s current core values, mission and vision 
4. Sample core values, mission and vision statements from other schools  
5. Articles about core values, mission and vision 

 
Step 4: Small Group Discussions to Develop the School’s Core Values 
Form small groups of 6-8 people in each. Ask them to assign one person as a 
facilitator, one person as a timekeeper and another person as note-taker. Their task 
is to identify the school’s core values. Give them time to discuss sample core values 
and compare it with the school’s current core values. Share their thoughts and 
impressions with one another. You can ask the following questions to generate 
some dialogue: 

a. What patterns do you see in the statements? 
b. What do you like or dislike in the statements? 

By discussing the current core values, the sample statements, answering the 
questions, and pertinent articles that you shared as well, the team should be able to 
reach an understanding of what makes strong core values. At this point, each team 
would be able to write their draft core values. Each spokesperson for the small 
group will share his/her group’s core values. The whole group discusses 
commonalities, analyzes and synthesizes the core values. Finally the whole group 
agrees together on 6-8 common core values. 



 
Step 6: Small Group Discussions to Develop the School’s Mission 
A similar process will continue to develop the mission statement. The facilitator 
leads the group to use the key words from the core values to come up with the 
mission statement. By discussing the current mission statement, the sample 
statements, answering the questions, and pertinent articles that you shared as 
well, the team should be able to reach an understanding of what makes a strong 
mission statement. At this point each team will be able to write their draft mission 
statement. Each spokesperson for the small group will share his/her group’s 
mission statement. The whole group discusses commonalities, analyzes and 
synthesizes the newly drafted mission statement. The whole group will reach a 
consensus of what they would like to see in their new mission statements. 
 
Step 7: Small Group Discussions to Develop the School’s Vision 
The facilitator this time encourages the small group to dream big to come up with 
the school’s vision for next five years. The facilitator encourages each team 
member to share his or her dreams. By discussing the current vision statement, the 
sample statements, answering the questions, and pertinent articles that you shared 
as well, the team should be able to reach an understanding of what makes a strong 
vision statement. At this point, each team will be able to write their draft vision 
statement. Each spokesperson for the small group will share his/her group’s vision 
statement. The whole group discusses commonalities, analyzes and synthesizes 
the newly drafted vision statement. The whole group will reach a consensus of 
what they would like to see in their new vision statements. 
 
Step 8: Editing and Board Approval  
Hopefully, by the end of the day the school has newly drafted core values, mission 
and vision statements. If that is the case, then board will form an editing team. 
Ultimately, this team is the one putting together the pieces of the puzzle and editing 
all the drafts and writing meaningful core values, mission and vision statements. 
When they finalize the document, they send it to the whole team for their review 
and they incorporate their feedback and send it a few more times until everyone 
feels satisfaction and ownership, then they send it to the board for final approval.  
 
If there isn’t consensus, the board might call for another retreat or continue the 
process by having focus groups with different stakeholders. For example the board 
might call for a few parent meetings and get their feedback and buy-in, while the 
principal could have numerous meetings to get the faculty’s feedback. The 
principal will explain to the faculty how the vision is a reflection of the school's 
values and hopes: it offers an opportunity to dream bigger, so stresses to the team 
that it shouldn't let the faculty develop a "get-by statement." Tell the faculty to 
articulate what it is they truly want from their students and school. The principal 
might consider having teachers brainstorm a list of adjectives or values and beliefs 
that will help them come up with inspirational and compelling mission and vision 
statements for their classroom. 

 



SAMPLE AGENDA FOR DEVELOPING MISSION AND VISION 
9:00-10:00 Welcome address 
 Goal of the meeting 
 Motivational talk 
 
10:00-11:00 Presentation 

a. What are the mission, vision and core values? 
b. How to develop a mission statement? 
c. What are the components of a compelling school mission? 
d. Does our school’s mission match what we actually do?  
e. Characteristics of mission-driven schools 

 
11:00-11:15 Form small groups 
 Assign their tasks 
 
11:15-12:15 Task 1: Each group to identify the school’s core values 
 Use guidelines 
 
12:15-1:00 The small groups shares their core values 
 The whole group discusses commonalities 
 Analyze and synthesize core values 
 The whole group agrees together on 6-8 core values 
 
1:00-1:30 Dhuhr prayer and lunch 
   
2:30-3:30 Task 2: Each group drafts the school’s mission statement 
 They use 6-8 agreed upon core values, use guidelines 
 
3:30-4:00 The small groups share their Mission Statement 
 The whole group discusses commonalities 
 Analyze and synthesize the Mission Statements 
 Agree jointly on one or combine few 
 
4:00-5:00 Task 3: Each group drafts the school’s vision statement 
 They use agreed upon Mission Statement 
 They use guidelines 
 
5:00-5:30 The small groups share their Vision Statement 
 The whole group discusses commonalities 
 Analyze and synthesize the Vision Statements 
 Agree jointly on one or combine a few 
 
5:30-5:45 Assign an editing team to edit Core Values, Mission and Vision 
  
5:45-6:00 Decide on Next Steps:  
 Either decide on another meeting reviewing C.V., M, and V 
 Or, through email exchanges finalize C.V., M and V 
 After the group agrees jointly on these three statements  
 Board needs to approve the C.V., M and V. 
 Closure and Prayer 



IV. WHAT ARE THE CHARACTERISTICS OF MISSION-DRIVEN SCHOOLS 

 
1. Board, with the principal, takes a lead to develop the mission statement. 
2. All the stakeholders participate in development of the mission statement. 
3. Board makes all their major decision in conjunction with the mission. 
4. The mission statement permeates every aspect of the school life. 
5. The Board and the school head use the mission statement as the foundation for 

decision making and planning. 
6. The leadership team invites different school constituencies regularly to review 

and revise the mission statement. 
7. The mission statement is visible in public places and classrooms. Also the 

mission statement is in all official documents and the website of the school.  
8. All the constituencies understand the mission statement and commit to it. 
9. The school head annually reviews the mission statement with the faculty and 

staff. 
10. The school head leads teachers to develop a classroom mission statement with 

the participation of the students. The classroom mission is an incredible 
document, which translates organizational document to a living document. The 
classroom mission statement is a wonderful reinforcement of the overall school 
mission.  
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V. COMMON MISTAKES IN WRITING MISSION STATEMENTS 
 
If you want to create a powerful and meaningful mission statement, avoid these 
common mistakes: 
 
1. Your mission statement is full of verbiage: We want someone who has no 
understanding of your school to understand what your school is all about after 
reading your mission statement. 
 
2. It is too generic or broad to be meaningful: It is easy to write a generic 
mission statement that is modeled after someone else's. The challenge is writing 
one that is unique; one that brings forward everything that is special about your 
school. 
 
3. It lacks inspiration; it is boring: Your mission statement should be powerful 
enough to incite passion and excitement from those who read it. You want the 
reader to be nodding his or her head in agreement about the value your school 
brings to the table. 
 
4. Your mission statement is too long: A mission statement is meant to be short; 
mission statements are typically short paragraphs that are one to three sentences 
in length. Avoid the temptation to pack your mission statement with filler in order to 
cover every aspect of your school. 
 
5. It is hard to believe: Your mission statement shouldn't leave the reader 
thinking, "that's impossible." You want your mission statement to be realistic and 
accurately reflect what your school is about. 
 
6. The writing process has been a one-person exercise: You can develop a 
great mission statement with the help of other people. Different perspectives can 
help you to find the right wording that will capture the essence of your school.  
 
7. You don’t do anything with your completed mission statement: There's no 
purpose in having a mission statement if it just sits collecting dust once it's 
completed. When it is approved by the board, send it out to employees and 
stakeholders; post it on your website to help prospective parents understand what 
your school is all about. And make sure you refer back to your mission statement 
regularly to remind yourself why you're doing what you do every day. Your mission 
statement is the foundation of your strategic plan. 
 
 
 

 
 



VI. MISSION DRIFT: HOW TO RECOGNIZE AND DEAL WITH IT? 
From time to time, when the school is growing and moving towards success, the school 
leadership starts focusing on adding new programs, and new programs require more 
people, more expertise, occasionally added space and facility which eventually leads to 
added financial resources. At this stage, the focus might change from fulfilling the mission to 
maintaining the school financially. Ideally, the board guards the mission and never loses 
sight of being mission driven, not budget driven. 
Another reason for mission drift is focusing on bringing new blood to the school, and not 
paying enough attention to bringing people who have passion to the cause. Sometimes, the 
board recruits new board members without doing necessary screening, and this might lead 
to members with different agendas, which leads to disharmony in the board or mission drift. 
The worst-case scenario is to hire a principal who doesn’t have a passion for the mission. 
That might lead to the principal hiring staff that doesn’t have a passion for the mission. The 
principal also might admit families that are not the right matches for the school.  
Here are some of the key signs that your organization is suffering from mission drift: 
1. Making budget-driven decisions, not mission-driven decisions: The school 

leadership should focus on achieving the mission. All the decisions the leadership takes 
should be based on the mission; sacrificing quality for budgetary reasons is usually the 
first sign of mission drift.  

2. You look for the dollars first and build programs around the dollars: When the 
driving force is dollars rather than improving quality and designing programs that are 
targeted directly to the constituency, that is another sign of mission drift. 

3. Your mission is not clear: When you ask board members what the organization’s 
mission is and everyone has a different answer, you know something is not right. 

4. Recruiting board members who don’t have passion for the cause:  
If the board is recruiting new board members without doing a necessary screening that 
might lead to members with different agendas, which leads to disharmony in the board 
or a mission drift.  

5. Hiring a principal who doesn’t have passion for the mission: The worse case 
scenario is to hire a principal who doesn’t have passion for the mission. That might lead 
to the principal hiring staff that doesn’t have passion for the mission. 

6. Admitting families who don’t believe in the mission of the school: The principal 
might admit families that they are not the right matches for the school.  

7. Large turnover of staff and board members: Big turnover rate of staff and board 
often takes place when a school leadership loses sight of its mission. 

8. A core group of board members pushes the school in a certain 
direction: Sometimes that direction is not consistent with the mission. This usually 
happens when you have a board that is removed from the mission and has a different 
agenda than the core staff. 

9. The numbers of students are decreasing: The principal’s energy is wasted in 
explaining decreasing numbers of students, or is admitting families that are not the right 
match. 

10. Realizing your school is not on the cutting edge of creativity and 
effectiveness: When some schools reach maturity, the leadership is not capable to 
move the school to new heights and they lose their energy and passion and feel that the 
work is just a job rather than a way to change the world. 



 


