Six Types of Questions to Expect in the First Interview
A key element of almost every superintendent search is the face to face interview with the school board.  This activity offers the opportunity for board members to get to know you, gain a sense for your background and skills and develop a feel for your leadership philosophy and style.  You, too, can gain valuable information regarding the school board, the organization and some of the challenges you would face in the position as a result of the interview process.

Obviously, you will want to enter the interview as well prepared as practical.  Learning background information about the community, schools and the school board can help you to anticipate some of the areas that might be probed in the interview and provide hints for they types answers the board might be seeking.  You also will likely face questions that are not specific to recent events or the unique profile of the school district.  These questions will focus more on you and what you would bring to the position.

This latter set of questions is generally predictable.  At least the general areas with which they deal are fairly easy to anticipate, especially in the first interview.  For most boards, the first interview is intended to give a sense for whether you have the experience, skill set and temperament to be successful in the position.  The second interview typically focuses more directly on style, fit and the general comfort level the board feels with the thought of you leading the organization.  Consequently, the first interview will more likely contain general questions intended to elicit experiences, examples and thought processes related to your leadership, philosophy and approach.  The second interview typically will present more hypothetical situations, “what ifs” and specific probing of how you would handle real situations and circumstances faced by the organization. 

Let’s consider six areas in which you might anticipate questions during the first interview and can use to prepare general talking points on which you will rely in developing responses.  The first area and typically the starting point for the interview is your general background, career journey and the path that led you to be interested in the position.  Questions in this area are intended to give you an opportunity to start building the relationship, share some aspects of your career that hold meaning for you and give you an opportunity to frame yourself as a candidate.  They also often allow you your first opportunity to share key messages you want board members to hear about the opportunity you represent as a candidate while offering reassurance that you do not represent unreasonable risk as a their next superintendent.

A second area of inquiry likely will concern your general management experience and approach.  You might be asked your management philosophy directly or you might encounter a less direct approach such as how you encourage and manage input from employees and the community.  Questions relating to planning, implementing and evaluating organizational operations can be expected.  Also, inquiries about evaluating programs and personnel are likely to be included in this area of inquiry.  You may even encounter questions about your greatest achievements and failures as a manager that will give you an opportunity to share how you reflect, learn and change your behavior as a result of experience.

At third area in which you can anticipate questions is fiscal management.  However, these questions rarely are as specific as the details of the state funding formula for schools or specific budget codes.  Rather, they are likely to focus on elements such as how you would go about building the school district budget, how you would approach making necessary cuts and managing and monitoring implementation of the budget.  Another question that is a favorite of some boards is what you would do if you discovered a problem with the budget such as over spent accounts, anticipated revenue that will not be forthcoming or an irregularity in an accounting process.  Obviously, there are clear and specific steps to take, including informing the school board before the news is heard elsewhere, but they will want to know that you have considered and are prepared to explain your thought process and action steps in response.  A good example from your experience in response to this question can also be very valuable and convincing.

Yet another area of focus for questions is your relationship with the school board.  Questions in this category might include how you see your role in relation to the school board and how you see the respective responsibilities held by you and the board.  Questions related to how you keep the board informed, prepare the board to make difficult decisions and develop agendas for board meetings all are good candidates for inclusion in this area of questioning.  If the departing superintendent has struggled in this area you can expect even more questions and additional probing to assure the board that you will not fall into the same situation.

A fifth area of inquiry typically included in the first interview will deal with curriculum and instruction.  Growing public and governmental accountability for student achievement leads most board to want assurance that the superintendent understands this aspect of the operation, at least to the level of knowing what questions to ask and whether the answers in response are credible.  However, board members usually are less interested in whether you can quote up-to-date research than they are in how well you understand how to organize and align resources to support strong instructional and curricular programs and services.  They also will want assurance that you know enough about evaluation and assessment processes to effectively monitor the performance of these core mission related activities.

A sixth area of likely inquiry concerns personnel.  You can anticipate questions related to hiring processes, effective supervision and evaluation, performance improvement processes and dismissal.  Similar to areas discussed earlier, evidence of understanding of these processes and examples of your experience will be important to convincing the board of your preparedness and value as a candidate.

You also can expect a few questions related you your experience and skills in engaging the public, managing the profile and reputation of the organization and developing partnerships.  They often are embedded in other areas of inquiry and come positioned as how you would respond to situations and challenges related to aspects of the superintendent’s job description.  However, occasionally boards will ask specific questions such as how you would market the school district, enhance its reputation or counter critics and detractors.

Certainly, there are other areas and aspects of the superintendency that might find their way into your first interview, but if you take the time and invest the effort to be prepared in the areas discussed above, you can be confident that the surprises will be few and you will be well-positioned to offer a substantive response.        

