Taming the Political Animal








Some people are reluctant to pursue the superintendency fearing that politics surrounding the position might make the job undoable or at least unrewarding.  Certainly, politics are a part of the superintendency in the same way politics are part of almost any public position, including the principalship and central office roles.  However, politics do not necessarily have to play an overwhelming role in the position.  In fact, by observing five key principles politics can be kept in perspective and can even be a productive and facilitative tool you can use to create benefits for students.  





The first principle of politics is to stay focused on the organizational mission.  As long as your attention and efforts are focused on and driven by the best interests of students and their learning, you will be able to keep politics in perspective.  You also can keep the role of politics secondary to the leadership work that is at the core of a successful superintendency.  Certainly, politics will sometimes play a role in accomplishing important dimensions of the mission, but this aspect can be prevented from dominating every issue or effort.





The second principle is that lasting leadership influence comes from what is accomplished on behalf of the organization, rather than through manipulation or positioning that serves personal gain.  The political fortunes of individuals may rise and fall, but your focus on doing the core work of serving the organization will give you ever growing credibility and influence without having to resort to “playing politics.”





The third principle is to base your relationships with others on mutual respect, truthfulness and openness.  When you build personal and professional relationships on these three pillars you decrease the necessity to massage egos or to have your ego massaged.  You also make it less necessary to hide your true motivation by constantly modify your message based on the audience or getting caught up in words and actions without substance merely to placate others.  You also remove the need for others to do likewise in their relationship with you.  





The fourth principle of taming politics is to judge your accomplishments and the accomplishments of others based on results rather than activity or perception.  When you focus your own work and nurture in other a focus on generating and taking responsibility for accomplishing important outcomes, you lessen the need for people to invest their energy in looking good without substance.  Unfortunately, the pursuit of image without substance and status without standards can fuel higher levels of organizational politics.  





The fifth principle is to avoid rumor and gossip.  When you refuse to listen to or pass along the speculations and suppositions of others you interrupt the flow of politics and establish yourself as someone of independence and integrity.  This stand also makes you someone in whom people can trust as a confidant.  You will fine others willing to talk about concerns and fears knowing that what you are told will not become the source of the next rumor or the newest morsel of gossip.  This stand starves political motivation that depends on rumor and innuendo to gain advantage by weakening opponents.  





Politics will always be an acquaintance of life in the public eye, but it does not have to be its closest associate.  We cannot and probably should not spend all of our time attempting to avoid and control politics.  However, the choices we make regarding our focus and our behavior can make a significant difference in how pervasive “playing politics” becomes within the organization we lead.  Our choices also send a strong message regarding what is important and what will be tolerated in the behavior of everyone who is a part of the school community.  








