Ten Secrets to Preparing Yourself for a Great Interview
You have done all that you can to prepare yourself for your first superintendency. You have placed yourself in positions to gain experience that will serve you well. You have earned your degrees and developed the key skills necessary to work successfully with a school board and provide leadership to an entire organization. You now must land the job you have been dreaming about and preparing for.

However, standing between you and this goal is the key task of convincing the members of the school board that you bring what they need and can provide the leadership they seek. Almost without exception this central test will be an interview or two with the full school board.
The task seems simple enough; board members ask questions and the candidate answers. However, much, much more is going on in an interview than the words exchanged. Equally, and sometimes even more important, are the nonverbal behaviors that surround your words, the self-assurance you project and the ability of board members to see you in the position.  
Obviously, some factors present in the interview you cannot influence or control.  However, there are a number of steps you can take to prepare yourself for an interview to increase your comfort and confidence and communicate to board members the full scope and strength of your experience and skills. Here are ten secrets you can use to shore up your preparation and increase your chances for a successful interview.  
First, find out what is happening in the schools and community. Are demographic trends apparent that may impact enrollment? Are new industries coming to the community?  Have businesses left? What about labor relations? What can you learn about student achievement, curriculum development and staff skills and training? In short, you want to learn all that you can that might represent challenges and opportunities for your leadership and be the source for interview questions. School district web sites, local media and the Department of Public Instruction WINNS site are good places to start your search.
Second, review the information you have collected to glean potential problems facing the school district or that may be emerging in the near future. What are the sources of problems you see?  What is their scope and likely length of life cycle? And, how severe is their impact likely to be? This step helps you begin to make sense of what is happening in the schools and community about which board members may be concerned and gives you an opportunity to think through where opportunities might be found and exploited.    
Third, develop some tentative ideas about possible approaches and solutions to the issues and challenges you have identified. You will want to be ready to share some of your ideas, but be careful about presuming that you have the right answer or answers. Often community problems and issues are nuanced in ways that you may not know. Further, if you provide the board with all answers to their questions before you arrive, board members may wonder why they need you. Obviously, you will want to communicate to the board your willingness to listen, engage and learn more about the problems once you arrive and begin work. 
Fourth, learn all that you can about members of the school board. How long have they served? What key issues do individual board members champion? Are there current controversies and relationship issues among board members? And, has the board established major goals and commitments that will carry into your tenure? Again, local newspaper coverage, district web sites and current community and staff members can assist you in this task. However you will want to be sensitive and tactful in your inquiries to avoid giving the appearance that you are attempting to “dig” in areas that may be particularly sensitive or inappropriate.
Fifth, practice responding to sample interview questions. The research you have completed regarding the school district is a good place to start to identify potential questions. However, you might also anticipate general questions regarding your background and preparation and your handling of specific challenges in areas ranging from curriculum and instruction to finance and personnel. Regardless of the content of questions, you will want to frame your answers positively and clearly. Typically, you will want to confine your responses to between a minute and a half and two minutes. If you have more to say, you can always offer to provide more detail should the board desire. However, answers that go on too long can be read as a sign of insensitivity and undisciplined thinking.
Sixth, identify between four and six good general examples from your experience that you can share with the board in response to questions. Typically, single examples can be used in response to multiple questions. However, you generally will not want to share the same example more than once. The strategy here is to have concrete, powerful stories to share with the board about your leadership that will help board members to understand how you think and lead and imagine you in the position.
Seventh, if you have developed a work portfolio through your academic preparation program, take some time to review the artifacts you collected. This process can offer helpful reminders of what you have accomplished and be an excellent source of examples to share with the school board. If you do not have a portfolio, collect recent reports, memos and other work artifacts to refresh your memory about specific examples of work you have done. You also might select specific artifacts or examples of work product to carry with you to the interview. Sometimes it is helpful to provide tangible examples to board members to reinforce a point. However, simply passing around a collection of artifacts organized into a portfolio makes a marginal difference. Most board members will not take the time to review in detail information provided by one candidate that is not consistent across all candidates.
Eighth, take some time to imagine yourself in the role. Think about experiences and opportunities you have had to complete tasks and exercise leadership that parallels the position you seek. The more comfortable you become seeing yourself in the position you seek, the more confidence and self-assurance you are likely to project. One thing is certain, if you cannot see yourself in the position, it will be very difficult to persuade board members to see you in the position either.
Ninth, prepare a few open-ended questions for the school board. Typically, at the conclusion of the interview, the board will provide you with an opportunity to ask board members questions. The best questions typically will draw on board members’ experiences and show your interest in the position. Questions regarding crucial issues facing the school district, long-term goals and recent accomplishments often fit well in these questions and can generate helpful information for your purposes should you move forward in the search.  
Tenth, take some time to plan what you will wear. As noted earlier, board members are evaluating what it would be like to have you in the position. Your grooming and wardrobe selection should be designed to project the image that you will want to convey throughout your interview. Also, consider what is likely to be appropriate within the community and still reflects who you are. Just remember that details count.  
These secrets, obviously, do not guarantee you your first superintendency. However, if you have tapped each of these preparation secrets, you can go to the interview with the confidence and knowledge that you are well prepared and ready to communicate the great future ahead should you be the board’s choice.
