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YOU FINALLY HAVE
THE JOB—NOW WHAT?

The first day on the job begins long before you walk through the door of the central office building on July 1 or August 15 or some other mutually agreed–to date. No, it may well begin at 6 A.M. on the morning after the public announcement of your hiring, when the media that serves the community of your new superintendency tracks you down in your current job—at home, no less—and wants to know, before you’ve even had a cup of coffee, your vision and entire game plan for the new posting.

If you do have an overarching vision for the new district, and you share it, you risk being roundly criticized for having the temerity to come in and “remake” a school district whose constituents believe is in fairly decent shape. Even if the community doesn’t believe that, the staff will be offended if the new superintendent appears not to value the job they have been doing and plans wholesale changes.

If you don’t have an overarching vision for the new district (or you have one but wisely decide to keep it to yourself for the time being), then the community is apt to label you as a rather uncreative sort and hardly up to the task ahead. Dull or boring is not the tone you wish to set.

Ron Naso, superintendent since 1995 of North Clackamas (Ore.) School District #12, recalls that his comments to the press were largely noncommittal, despite efforts by reporters to draw him into areas of current controversy.

One of our high schools had been involved in what was reported as a “race riot” the previous year. A few months before my arrival, the police department, with the knowledge of the previous superintendent, had put an undercover police officer in that building, disguised as a student, to break up a suspected drug ring. The outcome had been somewhat disastrous: a few students arrested, but no arrests of dealers or suppliers. The students were furious; the community divided about the wisdom and ethics of the action. As you might expect, the press wanted me to comment on these events.

Instead, my remarks were largely about my excitement in being named the superintendent; my reluctance to make comments about situations I knew little of; and my intent to spend my early weeks getting to know the community, the students, and the staff. This was not a district that needed a new superintendent coming to town announcing a reform plan based upon his experiences in other districts. It was not why I was hired.

Another superintendent recalls one of those 6 A.M. calls on the “morning after.” When informed that the new superintendent was still in bed, the reporter responded: “I didn’t know superintendents ever went to sleep.”

If you decline to talk to the media, you are dead in the water before you even begin the job. As one superintendent puts it, “Never argue with someone who buys ink by the gallon.” The media is a power to be reckoned with, but it can also be a powerful ally. Don’t bungle your first opportunity.

So what’s a new superintendent to do?

That early morning media call is just one of a number of challenges the new superintendent will encounter at the start of his or her new job. To develop this “first day” guide for new superintendents, two dozen current and former school superintendents were interviewed. They represent a wide diversity in geography, system size, and community makeup: urban/rural/suburban. They include consensus builders as well as more independent thinkers. Most have held several superintendencies during their careers and bring an abundance of useful information to share with up-and-coming superintendents. They have faced a variety of situations, some more difficult on the surface than others.

As you get started, know this: Every superintendency, no matter how small or how large, will require every ounce of leadership skill that you possess. There are hidden agendas and potential minefields in each community, but they all have one thing in common. They have entrusted you with the community’s children. Providing those children with the best possible education may take you in many different directions, but it should never deter you from that central goal.

Paul D. Houston, executive director of the American Association of School Administrators (AASA) and a former school superintendent for 17 years in three states, points out the need for changing strategies for superintendents in a Phi Delta Kappan article in 2001. Superintendents used to be required to be good at the “killer Bs,” he notes.

These were things like buildings, buses, books, budgets, and bonds. It was the “stuff” of education. A superintendent was a superintendent of schools, with the presumption that school was a place for learning and that the superintendent’s job was to take care of that place. The future dictates a very different approach.

Superintendents of the future must see themselves as village builders. They can use the centrality of their institutions to help re-create a support system. But they must do so by reaching outward to connect to the resources of the broader community.

That means they will have to be masters of the “crucial Cs.” The Cs are the processes that support the work and get it done. They are things like connection, communication, collaboration, community building, child advocacy, and curricular choices.

Leadership in the future will be about the creation and maintenance of relationships: the relationships of children to learning, children to children, children to adults, adults to adults, and school to community. The increasing complexity of our society, the deterioration of families, and the loss of social capital available to support children and families mean that superintendents must be adept at creating a web of support around children and their families.

Creating this network will require skills that differ from those traditionally used by superintendents. The ability to communicate and to market ideas will be critical. Superintendents in the twenty-first century will need to be able to facilitate and affiliate. They will need to turn in their “power over” skills of command and control and take on a “power with” mentality that allows everyone to be part of the action. This is a huge shift in perception and approach, for which new training models will be needed.

The superintendents interviewed for this publication concur that a new era has arrived, one focused more on communication and collaboration than on bus schedules.1 The tips and strategies they offer by no means represent a step-by-step guide. Every situation, every superintendency, is different. Rosa A. Smith, former superintendent in Columbus, Ohio, and Beloit, Wis., points out that entry is inextricably interwoven with the makeup of the board, the politics of the community, the role of the media, and the degree of union aggressiveness as much as with your own personal style and comfort level. You’ll have to use the good sense and leadership skills that got you the job in the first place to decide which of these strategies will work for you and which will not. No doubt, you’ll come up with some new strategies and “best practices” of your own.

And because 24 hours is hardly enough time to allow a superintendent to get started, we’ve included “What to Do Next.”

The following first day list was created in no particular order, and certainly some of the items are more important than others. These are the themes that surfaced over and over in conversations with successful superintendents. Hopefully, they will smooth the way for your first day on the job.

ENJOY THE DAY—IT DOESN’T GET ANY BETTER THAN THIS

If there is to be a honeymoon period for your superintendency, today is it. While there may be individuals or interest groups or hot button issues waiting in the wings to trip you up, in general the community is with you today, eager and excited—if a bit apprehensive—about your superintendency. No doubt those are your feelings as well.

After all, you got the job you wanted, you’re full of ideas about what you want to do, and almost everyone is pulling for you. If possible, given the magnitude of what you’re expected to accomplish today, enjoy yourself.

“That first week, I had a blast,” recalls Winston Brooks, superintendent of the Wichita (Kan.) public schools (USD 259). “I was so excited to be superintendent. I’m not having quite as much fun now. So enjoy that first week. It doesn’t get any better.”

For Steve Jones, superintendent in Syracuse, N.Y., the good-will lasted even longer. “There was a reception four days after I started, and nearly everyone in town was invited. The purpose was for me to get to know all the key players—it was wonderful and very uplifting. I had heard that issues were splitting the community, but I didn’t see any of the riffs for a few months. People just pulled together. My honeymoon actually lasted about a year. The press was horrible to my predecessor, but I got great press during that time.”

Fort Wayne (Ind.) Supt. Thomas Fowler Finn also believes the first day can be enjoyable: “Be seen as listening, taking it all in, and enjoying it. The community is hopeful that the superintendent really enjoys children, and this is your opportunity to define yourself as identified with that mission.”

Finn continues, “People say to me: ‘What a huge job you have.’ I reply, ‘I really like my job. I truly enjoy the opportunity to be with children and to be part of their achievements.’ I feel really good when I go home every day.”

CONSIDER A TRANSITION TEAM

A number of superintendents, especially those of larger, urban districts with complex systems that the superintendent must absorb and understand in a very short period of time, have devised an entry process that includes a formalized transition team for assistance.

For instance, before the start of her superintendency in Columbus, Ohio, Rosa Smith selected eight people whom she trusted and respected (several of whom happened to be Danforth Foundation colleagues) and took them to Atlanta, Ga., for a two-day retreat. She included an individual who had completed research on curriculum issues, the interim superintendent who would become her deputy, and others. “It was a ‘critical friends’ meeting,” she recalls, “of people who could help me map out my entry and transition.”

“There is no single template for this,” she continues. “There are pieces we can learn from everyone, but the design ultimately is so unique to










IF A TRANSITION TEAM ISN’T FEASIBLE, TRY TO ARRANGE TIME IN THE DISTRICT BEFORE YOUR START DATE








HAVE A PLAN










CONTACT EACH BOARD MEMBER PERSONALLY



CONTACT AS MANY SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY STAKEHOLDERS AS POSSIBLE—IF NOT TODAY, THEN WITHIN THE WEEK. YOUR SECRETARY IS ONE OF THEM. THE DISTRICT’S FINANCIAL OFFICER IS ANOTHER.























MOVE UP, NOT OUT: SOMETIMES IT’S EASIER IF YOU WERE ALREADY IN THE DISTRICT—BUT THEN, SOMETIMES IT’S NOT







DON’T COME WITH A SILVER BULLET—BUT DON’T COME UNPREPARED EITHER







REALIZE THAT THE PRESS HAS A JOB TO DO, AND, TODAY, YOU’RE IT: DON’T ARGUE WITH SOMEONE WHO BUYS INK BY THE BARREL















EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED—AND IT WON’T BE GOOD NEWS










THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL—YOUR SECOND MAJOR TEST—IS ALMOST UPON YOU














LEAVE THE FURNITURE ALONE





IF YOU ABSOLUTELY NEED A LIST . . .


















MORE USEFUL STRATEGIES AND HELPFUL TIPS
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