Working Effectively with a Search Consultant 
Whether your search for a superintendency leads you to an urban or suburban school district, a medium or large community, or even, in some cases, a smaller school district, you may find that you will be working with a search consultant or “headhunter,” as they are sometimes called. The consultant may be an individual the board has hired to assist in the search, or he or she might be a part of a larger consulting firm that offers this service.  
Regardless of the specific situation, your search can be more satisfying and successful if you are familiar with the role search consultants play and knowledgeable about how to work effectively within this arrangement. Let’s review a number of tips and secrets that can help your candidacy when a search consultant is involved and keep you from making faulty assumptions and unnecessary mistakes.
First, remember that the search consultant works for the school board. He or she does not make the selection decision. Efforts to impress the consultant may increase the likelihood that you will be considered for an interview, but will not guarantee that you will be selected for the position. In the end, the school board will make the final decision. Conversely, if you engage in serious conflict with the consultant, you may hurt your chances of ever meeting the school board. So, do your initial homework on the school district and other preparation before meeting the consultant, but do not assume that this is enough.  
Second, the search consultant usually possesses a wealth of information about the school district and board. The consultant probably will have spent time with the school board discussing the profile of the candidate the board is seeking. He or she also may have included interviews, focus groups and forums involving staff, community members and even students.  Consequently, your conversations and contacts with the search consultant can be a part of your preparations for an eventual interview. Whether your interactions with the consultant are part of a screening interview or a casual conversation over a cup of coffee, use the opportunity to learn all that you can about the position and profile of the person the board is seeking. 
Third, the consultant will often be the person who coordinates scheduling of initial and final interviews. So, also use meetings and conversations with the consultant to learn what you can about the sequence of 
activities, likely timeline and other process details. If there are dates or times when you cannot be available, let the consultant know so that this information is included in his or her planning for interviews. It may ultimately help you to avoid being offered a final interview slot at a time when you are not available and, as a result, may be eliminated from consideration. 
Fourth, as you work your way through the interview process, the consultant can provide valuable information regarding your status in the process and may be able to give you valuable feedback to assist your candidacy. If the consultant indicates that he or she cannot answer a question you ask, don’t take it personally. It may be that the consultant does not have the information at the moment or may have an understanding with the board that this information will not be shared. Also, if you learn that you have been eliminated from consideration, don’t blame the consultant. This decision will have been made by the board for its reasons and the consultant may or may not know or be in a position the share the reasons.
Fifth, as the search nears its conclusion, the school board will typically begin to play a more direct role in communication with you as a candidate. This is a natural and healthy shift. After all, the successful candidate and school board ultimately need to develop a productive relationship. Nevertheless, the consultant can still be a helpful resource for advice and insights as you move closer to final selection. Feel free to stay in contact with the consultant, but do not forget that he or she ultimately works for the school board and must represent its interests first.
Sixth, if the process is over and you are not the selected candidate but would like feedback on your candidacy; consider contacting the consultant and inviting observations and advice. Sometimes, school boards will volunteer information to the consultant with an understanding that it will be passed along, especially for quality candidates who were not selected. Listen carefully, ask questions and then use what makes sense to you.
Seventh, if you formed a good relationship with the consultant, consider staying in touch beyond the search. Let the consultant know of any professional changes in your life, continued interest in positions and the type of organization in which you would like to work. This information can be helpful to the consultant in future searches, especially when the leadership profile appears to be a match for you. 
Eighth, do not expect a search consultant to manage your career. You need to be responsible for your own career. Just because you receive a call from a consultant asking you to apply for a position does not mean you must apply. In fact, applying for a position in which you are not interested can hurt you later, especially if you decide to drop out. The consultant’s success is found in bringing good candidates to school boards, not in managing the careers of superintendents.  Assuming otherwise can lead to disappointment for you and long term injury to the career you want to build.  
