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The idea of pursuing the superintendency as a career choice can sometimes conjure up mixed feelings.  The nature of the work of the superintendent can include controversy, emotional reactions from others and criticism.  Unfortunately, much of the most emotionally laden controversies also occur in the public eye and the media. They also can capture, hold and polarize the community’s attention in ways shared by few other professions.

Yet, there is another side to the superintendency that often receives less public attention but can offer opportunities and satisfaction that far more than offset the negatives.  Despite the challenges that accompany the work and the stresses that inevitably accompany some aspects of the role, there are a number of compelling reasons to consider the superintendency as your calling and career.  Let’s consider ten of these reasons and why they can make a key difference in our lives and the future of the communities and society in which we work.

A first and compelling reason to consider the superintendency is that you have the opportunity to lead and be the steward of the community’s most precious resources: its youth and its future.  The superintendent is uniquely positioned to provide direction, stimulate action and protect the learning interests of children and youth.

A second reason to consider the superintendency is the opportunity to mentor and guide future leaders in the profession.  You have the responsibility to select and develop leaders who will play key roles throughout the district.  The leadership team you assemble will determine the short and long term success of the organization and the environment within which adults will work and students will learn and grow.  You have the chance to be a model while building leadership models for others.

Third, your role as the superintendent is often the most visible and vocal representation of what education represents for the community.  Your vision, your commitment and your actions tell the community what the schools are trying to accomplish, and forms much of the impression community members without school age students have of the schools.  You also can be the cheerleader that inspires the support and commitment of others to become involved and contribute to the future.

Fourth, you are in a position to interpret for the organization what is happening in the environment and what it means for schools and education.  You are in a position to explain how new legislation, new laws and changing expectations can lift the work of educators, create new opportunities to learn and grow and remain focused on the core work of education. Or you can spread gloom and hopelessness, depression and doubt.  Rarely does anyone else within the organization possess such influence and power over how those within the organization interpret and respond to internal and external events.

Fifth, for families experiencing difficulties, you often are their final resort and last best hope.  Much can go wrong for people.  Sometimes they bear responsibility for what has happened.  At other times, they simply have found themselves in a circumstance where it seems they have no where else to turn.  These situations can be complicated.  They would have been solved by others if they were easy.  Yet, these are times when we can make the most difference for students and families.  The decisions sometimes will be difficult.  At other times you may be able to simply point them in the right direction or arrange for the exact help they need.  Regardless, this role affords the opportunity to make a difference when it may be needed most.

Sixth, as superintendent you have the opportunity to work with, mentor and develop community leaders.  The superintendent does not choose who is elected to the school board.  If we did, occasionally we might make different choices.  Yet, we are in the best position to nurture leadership where it may not seem obvious.  Our coaching, issue framing, strategic advice and modeling can have a profound impact on the leadership we see among board members and from the board as a whole.  Superintendents have the opportunity and responsibility to develop arguably the most important leaders in the community. 

Seventh, the opportunity to lead a learning organization also positions us to continue learning.  We are in a position to observe and learn from others every day.  Meanwhile, we can be models of curiosity, inquiry and intellectual growth for others with whom we interact.  

Eighth, when controversy surfaces and education, schools and educators are under attack, the superintendent is the one to whom others look to stand in the gap and to defend what is important and right.  These are not comfortable times to lead, but they are times when our leadership is most important.  These are the times when others come to understand what it means to lead with integrity and courage.  These are times when the impact of leadership is most visible.  We do not always have to win, but we can be the voice and conscience that reminds the community of their highest and best selves.

Ninth, as superintendent we often have the opportunity to influence the direction of education and shape education policy in ways not typically available to those in other positions.  Even though sometimes we may not make the progress as quickly as we hope, just as often when we stop and reflect, the progress we see can be gratifying and satisfying.  

Tenth, the superintendency is the role in education where accountability is the highest, the risks often the greatest and the challenges can seem the biggest.  However, it also is the role where the most potential to influence the lives and futures of others is the greatest.  It is the role where the broadest legacy can be built and the impact of our work can spread the farthest, even if the impact and what we have contributed are never connected to us personally.

Without question, the work of the superintendency brings with it challenge and stress, but it also can offer rewards and satisfaction few others can see and or will experience. 

