Dealing with What Your Predecessor Leaves Behind 


Chances are that when you start your first superintendency, you will face at least one controversial issue, unresolved problem or uncorrected mistake left behind by your predecessor with which you will have to deal. It may be a personnel problem that was ignored, a system or process that does not deliver the results needed or it may be a lack of training for staff to perform key tasks and roles. Regardless, you now are in charge and have a decision to make.
Do you let the situation continue for awhile, avoid an early conflict and hope the situation will improve?  Or, do you use the situation as an opportunity to make a statement, take a stand and show leadership?  The answer is, “It depends.”  However, there are several important considerations to keep in mind as you assess the situation and settle on how to proceed. 
First, be cautious about ignoring the problem. You may not be in a position to resolve it right now, but you will want to be certain that you document its existence and fully evaluate your options. If you ignore the situation for long, you will begin to own it. People quickly forget that it was leftover from your predecessor and the responsibility for its continuing existence soon becomes yours.
Second, learn as much as you can before taking action. Knowing the history and context of the situation may prevent your engaging in a battle you cannot yet win and setting your superintendency on a course toward early disaster. Data regarding the nature and impact of the situation can suggest solutions and support a rationale for action. Further, full knowledge of the matter can help you to avoid some very unpleasant surprises when you decide to make a commitment.
Third, explore how others view the situation. The severity of the matter might make what others think less compelling than the need to act, but knowing how people view the situation can tell you what you need to communicate and how messages are likely to be received. You also will have a good idea of what resistance and support to expect.
Fourth, understand that you cannot fight every battle at once or in your first year. You must decide what is most urgent and important for your initial attention. Over time you will be able to direct an increasing amount of energy and attention toward issues and situations that are important, but less urgent. However, judgments of your success will be closely correlated with your ability to decide what can and cannot wait. You don’t have to solve everything in your first year. Decide what can wait and focus on what cannot.
Fifth, be strategic in your approach. Use everything you have learned to build your plan. Incorporate the data you have collected. Consider the history and perceptions that surround the situation. Then, choose an approach that you can manage to completion. Starting to move, but not following through can be worse than not starting.
Sixth, if heavy politics will be involved or the impact of your actions will have a significant and lasting impact on the organization, inform and consult the school board. As a new superintendent, parents, the community and even staff may be skeptical and quick to criticize your capability and judgment. Having the school board informed and behind you can be very helpful when controversy begins to build.
Seventh, don’t hesitate to involve outside expertise. You do not have to go it alone. Review the situation with a trusted mentor. Contact the executive director of the state organization with experience in the type of situation you face. If the situation has legal implications, involve the school district’s attorney earlier in your work rather than later. He or she can help you to avoid some costly and potentially embarrassing mistakes. Regardless, your leadership will not suffer because you utilized the resources available to you. In reality, such action is the mark of skilled leadership. 
In the end you will have to make a decision based on the circumstances you face. However, by considering these elements and options you can be confident that you have done your “homework” and created the best circumstances under which to decide.
