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Getting There From the Inside

The position you seek may not be somewhere in the next county or across the state.  Actually, it may be just down the street or across the hall from where you currently work.  However, this level of proximity is not always a clear advantage.  In fact, landing the superintendency in the same school district where you currently work in some ways may be even more difficult than securing a position in another community.  Let’s explore some of the dynamics at play and how you can improve the odds of landing the superintendency as an inside candidate.

It might seem that the familiarity you already enjoy with the out going superintendent and even members of the school board should offer a clear advantage if you choose to become a candidate.  After all, they know your work.  They have seen your commitment.  They should be able to see you in the position.  Sometimes the process works that way and moving into the position is easy and smooth.  If you are certain the process will work this way for you, you need not read on.

However, there may be factors and considerations at play that will lead the school board to hesitate.  They may wonder if there is someone outside with more seasoning and experience who could address key issues that have gone unresolved under the current superintendent.  They may feel that the community expects a formal search during which a variety of candidates are evaluated to see if you measure up to the pool.  Board members also may have difficulty seeing you in the position simply because they have always thought of you as being in the position you now hold.  Even if you have done your current work with quality, they may see the step to the new role as too large.  Your challenge is to anticipate these issues and work to offset their impact.  You will want to position yourself as the obvious or at least best choice for the board.        

A good place to being your journey to get there from the inside is with your own thinking.  Start by seeing yourself in the position.  As issues and decisions emerge, think about how you would handle them or advise the school board in its decision making processes.  Anticipate situations and challenges that may occur and bring them to the attention of the current superintendent along with potential solutions and strategies to manage them.  In most cases this level of leadership and thinking will not only be welcomed by the superintendent, word of your contributions likely will be shared with board members.  Also, resist thinking, “I am glad that I don’t have to deal with that issue.” Replace it with “How might I deal with this situation?’ and follow-up with specific action steps.  This type of thinking not only helps you prepare for the role, it holds the potential to raise your profile and knowledge of your potential with board members.

Equally important, resist taking the promotion for granted.  It may seem to you as though you are the obvious choice.  You may even hear from the current superintendent and individual board members that you are the logical choice.  Yet, taking the selection for granted may lead others to think that you are not really committed or that you are too casual about the decision.  In any case, you will need to continue to demonstrate your potential, commitment to learn and interest in the position all of the way through the selection process, even if you ultimately are not selected.

Meanwhile, continue to consider other positions, unless this position really is the only one in which you are likely to have any interest.  Often when school boards learn that there is a possibility of losing a talented, rising star, they become more interested in finding a way to keep you.  In some cases, school boards have even made a commitment in advance of the retirement of the current superintendent to hire a talented in-house administrator.  Businesses take this step routinely to avoid the disruption of bringing in outside leadership and risk loss of direction and culture.  It is called succession planning. 

Pay attention to superintendent searches in your area.  Observe how successful inside and outside candidates position themselves.  Listen for key messages and initiatives they describe that fit well with your thinking and leadership vision.  Your board may not be looking for exactly the same leadership profile, but having access to a variety of local models can help you prepare and broaden your perspective beyond your current role and organization. 

There also are steps to avoid.  For example, resist going around the current superintendent in your quest to develop a relationship with the school board.  Board members may see your actions as presumptuous and disrespectful.  Similarly, resist making threats such as leaving if you are not selected.  You may choose to do so, but you likely will gain little by placing the school board in a position of having to choose you or lose you.

When you reach the stage of the selection process when the board is conducting interviews, do not assume that board members know your work and contributions in detail.  They may, but assuming so can be dangerous.  Rather, present yourself as though you are an outside candidate.  Certainly, you know much more about the organization and its challenges than an outside candidate and this information can be an advantage.  But you also will want board members to see you as a serious and well-prepared candidate worthy of their most serious consideration.

Finally, give some thought to how you would make the transition from your current role into the superintendency.  You are likely to face this question at some point during the selection process.  Having given thought to the steps you would take, how you would establish yourself and even how you would go about replacing yourself will position you as a forward thinking, proactive leader and low risk choice.  Meanwhile, your planning process and approach likely will impress the board as a great opportunity to move the organization forward in exciting and positive ways.

