Thinking Within the Role 


Common advice from the “dress for success” movement of several years ago was that you can accelerate your career by dressing each day as though you are in the position to which you aspire rather than the job you have. The thinking that underlies this advice is that when you dress for the job you want, people will begin to perceive you as someone capable of doing the job you seek. Additionally, dress can have an impact on behavior. When we dress casually, we are more likely to behave in a casual manner. The same is true when we dress more formally.  
Obviously, clothing is a superficial indication of competency and potential. However, perception can have a powerful influence on decisions. The same forces at play in dressing for success can be leveraged to significant advantage in another application. When we move beyond the superficiality of clothing to change our thought processes and perspectives to reflect the role to which we aspire, including the superintendency, we can gain parallel and even greater benefits.
The fact is that by developing the habit of thinking as though you already are a superintendent, you can improve your chances of securing the position you seek. This advice may sound simplistic. While it is not overly complex, it offers a subtle, but significant difference in how you prepare for the role and can improve your performance throughout the selection process. Let’s explore what it means to think within the role of the superintendency, and tap the potential this approach can offer.  
The strategy of thinking within the role offers at least three benefits. 
First, when we think as though we are already in the role, our perspective shifts. We begin to experience what it means to take responsibility for the larger organizational picture and implications that accompany alternative decision paths. We can even play out virtual scenarios regarding real time situations even though someone else still has ultimate responsibility for the decision.  
Second, as we begin to see ourselves as a superintendent, we gain greater comfort relative to the responsibilities, role and relationships that go with the position. We begin to think about balancing competing pressures among school board members and with staff, parents and the community. As a result, our preparation becomes more substantive even though it still remains hypothetical.  
Third, the shift toward thinking within the role influences how we behave and speak about our work and ability to be successful in the role to which we aspire. We are more likely to see details and implications that otherwise might escape us. We are more likely to speak with the confidence and clarity that comes from intimacy with the role and even experience. Others, too, are more likely to perceive us as ready for the role and be more willing to support our candidacy.
Beyond the internal rehearsal, confidence building and knowledge accumulation that goes with thinking inside the role, the experience offers benefits during interviewing and selection processes. The selection process is heavily influenced by perceptions about the potential we represent and the amount of risk our selection would carry with it. Our ability to think within the role and project this positioning during the selection process can significantly shift the balance in our favor. Others will be better able to see us within the role and feel confident that we have the emotional, psychological and mental tools for success within the superintendency. This perception often can be enough to offset the perceived risk that comes with a lack of role specific experience.
Further, even after landing the position, the role rehearsal in which we have engaged can lessen the impact of the transition into the superintendency. The reality of the role is likely to be more familiar and comfortable. There will also be fewer role related surprises. Equally, important others will more quickly see us as legitimate in our new leadership role.  
There are a number of strategies you can employ to assist your efforts to think within the role: 
A great place to start is to listen carefully to people with experience as superintendents and for whom you have high regard. Observe the way 
they approach issues and their explanations of their thinking process, as well as how they respond to resistance, disappointment and frustration. Simple, but close observation can provide a wealth of helpful insights and knowledge for use in the future.  
Second, during board meetings, administrative gatherings and in other settings where you can observe superintendents at work, attempt to mirror thought processes and explore how you might respond in similar circumstances. If appropriate, debrief with the superintendent or superintendents you observe to gain as much insight as possible regarding how they think about issues, what they consider before deciding to take positions and how they select strategies for moving forward.  
Third, examine available artifacts surrounding the superintendency to learn how problems are analyzed, options examined and courses of action are selected. These artifacts may be written recommendations to school boards, memos and directives to staff, videotapes and minutes of meetings and other tangible objects that chronicle significant events or activities. Then spend time reflecting on what you have learned and consider how you might deal with similar issues and what consequences you might anticipate based on the courses of action you consider or might choose.  
Fourth, engage others in conversations about superintendents they have admired, learned from and even found disappointing. These conversations can provide rich insights and guidance regarding how superintendent behaviors impact those around them. They can also tell us about how they positioned themselves relative to issues they faced and common mistakes from which we can learn and hopefully avoid. This information can be very helpful to the development of your own leadership style and appreciation for the impact leadership on those who are dependent on the skill and compassion of leaders.
