Ten of the Most Common Superintendent Interviewing Mistakes 

Without question, the face to face interview is a pivotal step in the hiring process for new superintendents. A strong resume and good references can make an interview more likely, but even the strongest resumes and recommendations rarely can overcome a weak, stumble-filled interview.
In this article we will focus on ten of the most frequent mistakes and missteps committed by superintendent interviewees, including those who are seeking their first superintendency. We will also explore how you can avoid these missteps and pitfalls when you find yourself face to face with a school board.
Talking too much
The first and most frequent mistake by interviewees for the superintendency is to talk too much and too long. By the time most of us choose to seek the superintendency we typically have accumulated years of experience and a wealth of knowledge. Since there may not be another chance to answer the interview questions, it can be tempting to tell all that we know about the topic of the question.  However, while the answer continues to unfold, board members are thinking about how much time they have allotted for the interview and the number of questions yet to come. They also may be imagining what board meetings would be like if we are going to talk this much.  In this circumstance, more is not necessarily better.  Rather, focus on the essential aspects of your answer, including an example or two.  But, limit your response to about two minutes. If it appears that the board is interested in more information you can offer to add details or include more examples. You can also help the situation by asking before the interview starts how much time has been allotted.  This information will help you to gauge the length of your responses in light of the time available.
Focusing on what you would do rather than what you have done
A second common interviewing mistake is to focus too much on what you would do in the position rather than what you have done already. Answers and examples focused on proposed future actions risk sounding more like speculation than experience. The reality of real experience, even if in another position, almost always carries more weight than future focused hypotheses about how you would handle a situation.
Failing to become familiar with the district
Third, interviewees misstep when failing to become familiar with current and recent events, issues and initiatives in the school district and community. When you neglect to become informed of current local circumstances you risk sending a message of laziness and lack of commitment to the position. Even worse, you may accidentally question or disparage an initiative or recent decision, thus appearing critical or dismissive 
of the school board, staff and/or community. A visit to the school district website, a review of local media coverage over the past couple of years and a few local contacts with people who know the area can easily help to avoid this mistake.
Using unfamiliar or unprofessional language
A fourth frequent mistake is to use unfamiliar or unprofessional language during the interview. The use of acronyms and technical terms that board members do not know can sound arrogant and insensitive. Unprofessional language such as slang and repeated “umms” and “aahs” can leave board members wondering about your education and the type of impression you would make in the community.
Neglecting to make eye contact
Fifth, is the absence of appropriate eye contact, particularly when answering questions. Constantly looking at the ceiling, at your papers or starting off into space risks losing communication contact with the questioner and other board members. Further, the impression you project can be one of distance or trying to hide something. A good strategy is to look directly at the questioner until the question is complete. You might look away briefly to help process your thoughts, but when you begin to answer, return your gaze to the questioner and then occasionally allow your gaze to wander and include other board members. This approach allows you to maintain contact with the questioner while also assessing the acceptance of your answer by others.   
Failing to fully listen to questions
Sixth, and related, is failure to fully listen and grasp the question asked, particularly if it is multi-part. Obviously, the interview environment can be filled with pressure. Consequently, listening effectively can be more challenging.  However, failing to hear and respond appropriately to interview questions will make it difficult to be successful. If you find yourself struggling, consider jotting reminder notes as soon as the question is complete.  You might even ask for clarification or to have the question repeated if you are not certain of its intent.  Also, resist the temptation to begin framing your answer before you have heard the complete question. Doing so risks both confusion regarding the question and a nonverbal message that you have stopped listening. If the question is multi-part, and many may be at this level of leadership, it is permissible to ask for a restatement of second and subsequent parts after you have responded to the main prompt.
Using examples to which board members cannot relate
A seventh frequent mistake is failure to select examples with which board members can relate. If your experience is in a small school district and you are interviewing for a larger school district position, a property poor school district versus property rich, or a rural versus suburban community, be certain that you select examples that can be easily translated into the district in which you want to work.  If board members cannot translate your examples into their situation they are likely to have difficulty seeing you leading their organization.  
Showing an inappropriate energy level   
Eighth is failure to project appropriate energy. If you show too much nervous energy board members may become tired just watching you and wonder if you really know what the position will demand. Conversely, being too “laid back” can leave board members wondering if you have the stamina and enthusiasm to lead the staff, particularly those staff members who require more energy and attention than others. The balance you want to project is confidence, focus and energy without being arrogant or naïve about the challenges of the position.
Allowing nervous habits to appear  
A ninth mistake is failure to monitor and control nervous habits. Clicking a pen, constantly clearly your throat, playing with your hair and other behaviors that signal nervousness can be distracting to the point where they overshadow what you can bring to the position. Make a part of your interview preparation feedback from trusted friends and colleagues regarding behaviors of which you might not be aware and do not help the impression you want to make.
Criticizing current or previous employers and colleagues   
Tenth, and among the most hurtful mistakes is criticism of current or previous employers and colleagues, regardless of how much they might deserve it.  Many boards conclude that if we are willing to criticize past employers, they may be next.  Further, they are likely to suspect that the situation may have more than one side and that their responsibility is not being acknowledged. The old adage, “If you cannot say something good, say nothing.”  is good advice for interviews.
Don’t become too concerned if you have committed one or two of these mistakes; most of them are not fatal by themselves. However, avoid allowing them to pile up. Too many mistakes in the same interview can be difficult to overcome regardless of the skill set and experience you possess. Board members can have trouble seeing past your words and actions to appreciate your gifts and talents.  
