Start by Building a Strong Board Relationship 

Few aspects of the work and role of the superintendent are more important than a good relationship with the school board. When we enjoy a strong relationship with the board, we can almost always find a way to manage and resolve even the most controversial and complex issues and decisions. Alternatively, when the relationship is weak and we are struggling to “get on the same page,” even minor issues can become major sources of conflict and sap our emotional reserves.
This challenge is even more important in a first superintendency. We need to gain and maintain the confidence and support of the school board while we are establishing ourselves in the role. Further, others in the organization and community may choose to test us. When this happens we need to be confident that our relationship with the school board will not be placed at undue risk.
Fortunately, there are specific steps we can take and strategies we can employ to build a strong relationship with the school board early in our tenure. In fact, there are at least six points of leverage we can tap to build and maintain this crucial bond.
First is building trust. This element may seem obvious. While it may be, it is crucial to our success with all other elements of our relationship with the board. Without question, we must exhibit behavior that engenders trust if we want it in return. An openness and willingness to accept advice and criticism and our commitment to careful follow-through in our role are good places to start. However, we also need to be clear with the board that we intend to be loyal and honest in our dealings with them. In return, we can ask for their openness, directness and clarity in communication, all behaviors closely related to trust.  
Second, we must start early to gain clarity from board members about expectations they have for our work, role and performance. It is optimal to start this conversation during the hiring process. An open-ended question during a second or late stage interview to the board can stimulate their thinking. We can also gain an indication of how they see our role and offer some clues about what will be expected of us, if hired. You should also consider working with the board to schedule a retreat early in your tenure to further the conversation and work out areas of potential confusion or concern. 
However, expectations need to be two way. We also need to gain clarity about how the board sees its role and areas where overlap in roles and expectations may need clarification. The better we understand what is expected of us and what we can expect from the board, the stronger our relationship will be.   
Third, start early to work with the board to develop a shared vision and clear goals to move the organization forward. This conversation should start during the hiring process and continue once you are “on board.” A shared vision prevents the board and you from going in different directions and trying to accomplish different things. When the vision is supported by clear, shared goals you can focus your attention and energy and objectively mark progress as you move forward. Plan to keep this conversation going by including vision and goal consideration on the agenda for regular retreats and dialogue with the board.  
Fourth, keep communication at the center of your focus. Early in your tenure, develop routine strategies and tools with the board to ensure that you provide members with the information they to feel they need, when they need it. This planning also should include clear guidelines about when board members want to be contacted in emergencies and other situations where they need to hear from you rather than from a parent or the media. Communication and trust are closely related. Be careful about undermining either aspect of your relationship.
Fifth, commit to support the board and board members in the face of criticism and questioning. Often, the person questioning decisions and actions of the board will not know all that you do and you will be able to fill in information voids. In some circumstances you may personally disagree with a board decision, but remaining publicly supportive still is the best course of action. Allowing detractors to divide you and the board is a mistake.  
Sixth, review current polices and, if needed, encourage the board to develop formal policies to clarify roles and guide its work and yours. Developing good policies takes time, but the outcome can be more than worth the effort. Good policies will give you cover to act when you need it and they will help the board to remain objective and consistent in its work. 

