Five Expectations to Clarify With Your New Board

The success you will experience in your first superintendency likely will be linked to your ability to understand and manage expectations.  Unless you are clear about what is expected of you, particularly in the first few months, success will largely be dependent on chance.  Further, the expectations board members have of you may be unrealistic and beyond your ability to deliver. If this reality goes unchallenged and resolved, you may find success beyond your reach regardless of how hard you work.

According to authors Peter H. Daly, Michael Watkins and Cate Reavis, authors of “The First 90 Days in Government,” you will need to clarify expectations in at least five crucial areas.  As you transition into your new role, consider spending some time in conversation with your new board to ensure that you and your board members are in agreement in these crucial areas.  

The first conversation should be about the condition and status of the organizational as viewed by the School Board.  This conversation should focus on whether the board believes your priorities need to be focused on turning around current circumstances, initiating new programs and services, realigning current resources or sustaining and improving on current success.  Don’t be surprised if the board sees the need for attention in more than one of these areas.  This is not necessarily a problem as long as you and they have a plan and are in agreement about the goals you will pursue.
A second conversation should focus more specifically on what the board wants you to accomplish.  You will need to know the board’s short-term and long-term expectations, how your performance will be measured and what level of success will be acceptable.  This is also a conversation during which you may need to help the board modify unrealistic expectations and reach agreement as a group to make your success a reasonable possibility.  Remember: you will be more successful if you promise only what you know you can deliver, maybe even a little less and then do what you can to deliver all or even more than you promise.  

A third conversation concerns more style and autonomy than specific substance.  How do board members want you to communicate with them?  Do they prefer face-to-face conversations, e-mails, voicemails, memos or some other form?  How frequently does the board want status reports?  What information do they expect to hear from you directly? What level of decision making will be delegated to you versus having to consult with the board or seek the board’s direction before moving forward?  Don’t be surprised if initially the board will provide less autonomy to your work until board members have gained a comfort level with your judgment to allow you more autonomy and flexibility.  

Yet another conversation has to do with resources available to support your leadership.  Obviously, the school district budget delineates major resources to be allocated and how priority activities and programs will be funded.  You will want to focus on resources available to you to accomplish the specific goals and expectations the School Board has for you.  These resources may be in several forms including: technical support you might need, consulting expertise and other necessary assistance.  Your success in this conversation likely will rest on your ability to link your request for resources to goals you will be working to achieve.  Your challenge will be to convince the board of the necessity of key resources to achieve the results the School Board is expecting.  

A fifth conversation should focus on your personal development.  The school board selected you for the experience and expertise you bring to the position.  Yet, you also need to attend to your continued learning and skill development.  You will need to identify areas where you want to expand and strengthen your knowledge and leadership capacity.  However, you will also want to listen carefully to suggestions and areas for attention offered by the board members as you clarify the board’s expectations and gain their commitment to your efforts to continue to grow in the position. 

Source:  The First 90 Days in Government by Peter H. Daly, Michael Watkins and Cate Reavis, published by Harvard Business Publishing

