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LEGAL DISCLAIMER

This book represents the professional guidance and perspective of a practicing school administrator. It does not constitute legal advice. Candidates who believe they have experienced discriminatory hiring practices are encouraged to consult appropriate legal counsel or their state's department of education.

All interview scenarios and composite examples in this book are drawn from professional experience and are presented for educational purposes only. No specific individual, school, or district is identified or implied.

The strategies and advice presented reflect the author's professional experience. Results may vary. The author and publisher make no guarantee of specific outcomes for readers who apply the guidance herein.

AUTHOR'S NOTE

I have spent years coaching educators through the administrator interview process, informally, in hallways and over coffee and on Saturday phone calls that stretched into the afternoon. This book is the formalization of that work.

Throughout these pages, I draw on experience in large urban city school districts, charter school networks, and large suburban school districts. I have sat in the candidate's chair. I have also sat on the panel. This book is built from both of those seats.

All examples are composites drawn from professional experience. No individual, school, or district is identified. The guidance here is professional, not legal.
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Why I Wrote This Book

My phone buzzes on a Saturday morning in March. A colleague wants to know if I have thirty minutes before the week starts. A teacher in her building is interviewing for an assistant principal role on Monday and she wants to know if I can help.

I say yes. I always say yes.

By Sunday afternoon I have spoken to three more people. A veteran teacher who has been trying to move into administration for two years. An assistant principal who made the final round for a principalship last spring and didn't get the offer and can't figure out why. A young educator who has never done this before and doesn't know where to start.

This is not unusual. This is most Sundays from February through May.

I have been coaching educators through administrator interviews informally for years — in hallways, over coffee, on phone calls that start as check-ins and turn into two-hour preparation sessions. Colleagues, former teachers, people in my network, people referred by people in my network. Assistant principal candidates. Principal candidates. Educators at every stage of the leadership pipeline who are ready for the next role and need someone to help them translate that readiness into the language a hiring panel understands.

The requests come from every direction and they share a common thread: these are capable, qualified, committed educators who do not know how the administrator interview process actually works. Not because they are underprepared as leaders. But because nobody ever taught them this specific skill. Nobody sat them down and said: here is what the panel is looking for beneath the questions they are asking. Here is what gets candidates eliminated before the real interview begins. Here is how to walk into that room and give the people across the table exactly what they need to say yes.

This book is the conversation I have been having on Saturday mornings for years. I decided it was time to write it down.

I Have Been Scared Too

Before I tell you what I know about the other side of the table, I want to tell you something about my side.

I have sat in the candidate's chair. I have filled out applications I was certain would go nowhere. I have driven to interview locations with my hands tight on the steering wheel and my stomach doing things that had nothing to do with what I ate for breakfast. I have sat in waiting rooms in buildings where I didn't know a single person, holding a portfolio I had reviewed so many times the edges were soft, telling myself to breathe.

I have been scared. I have been nervous. I have been sick to my stomach. I have walked into rooms where I felt every bit of my uncertainty and had to choose — in real time, with people watching — to lead with what I knew instead of what I feared.

And I went for it anyway.

I want you to know that because this book is not written from a place of having had it easy. It is not written by someone who walked into every interview room confident and came out with an offer every time. It is written by someone who knows what it costs to want something this much — and who learned, through experience and observation and a great deal of reflection, how to close the gap between the leader you are and the impression the room receives.

That gap is closeable. That is the whole point of this book.

What Makes This Book Different

There are interview preparation resources out there. Most of them are lists of questions with suggested answers — useful as far as they go, but missing the most important thing: context. They tell you what to say without telling you why it matters, what the panel is listening for, or what separates a candidate who gets the offer from one who gets the polite phone call two days later.

This book is built from experience on both sides of the table.

I have led in large urban city school districts — the kind where resources are stretched, community needs are complex, and the pressure on building leaders is relentless. I have worked in charter school environments where the mission is specific, the culture is distinct, and panels are looking for a very particular kind of fit. And I have served in large suburban school districts where the community expectations are high, the data scrutiny is intense, and the competition for leadership roles is fierce.

Each of those contexts interviews differently. Each one has its own culture, its own priorities, its own unspoken expectations. One of the most valuable things this book will do for you is help you read the room before you ever walk into it — because the interview for an urban district school and the interview for a suburban district school and the interview for a charter network are not the same interview, even when the questions sound identical.

I have also sat on hiring panels. I have written rubrics, scored responses, and participated in debrief conversations where the real decision gets made. I know what a committee says about candidates after the door closes. I know what makes a panel lean forward. I know the comments that appear in the margins of score sheets — the ones that follow candidates out of the room and into the final deliberation.

This book gives you that knowledge. Not to game the system — but to show up in it fully prepared.

A Note on How This Book Is Organized

Every chapter in this book opens with a myth — something most candidates believe about the administrator interview process that is either incomplete, misleading, or flatly wrong. That myth is followed immediately by the real deal: what is actually true, what actually happens, and what it means for how you prepare.

This structure is intentional. The most dangerous preparation mistakes candidates make don't come from not working hard enough. They come from working hard in the wrong direction — preparing for the interview they imagined instead of the one they are actually walking into. Naming the myths directly is the fastest way to redirect that energy.

The chapters are sequenced to build on each other, but each one is also self-contained. If your interview is tomorrow and you need Chapter 5 right now, go directly to Chapter 5. If you are an assistant principal preparing for the principalship, read the AP chapter even if you think you've moved past it — the questions overlap more than you expect and the differences between the roles are instructive.

Chapter 10 addresses one of the most searched and least answered questions in this entire process: how many times will I have to interview before I actually receive an offer? The answer is nuanced, it is different for AP candidates than it is for principal candidates, and it is something every educator entering this process deserves to know upfront.

The book ends where every candidate needs to end: with honesty about what this work truly requires, and with gratitude for every educator brave enough to pursue it. Getting the offer is not the achievement. Leading with integrity is.

You went into education to lead. This book will help you walk into the room fully prepared. What you do with the role once you have it is the work that matters most.

Let's start with what's been quietly eliminating candidates before the real interview even begins.

Turn the page.

— End of Introduction —
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The Seven Things That Get You Eliminated Before Lunch

THE MYTH:  A strong resume and solid qualifications protect you from basic mistakes.

THE REAL DEAL:  Panels eliminate candidates for reasons that have nothing to do with qualifications — and most candidates never know it happened.

Here is something that does not get said enough in administrator hiring: the decision to remove a candidate from consideration is sometimes made before the formal interview begins. Not because the candidate is unqualified. Not because their resume is thin. Because something they did — or didn't do — before they sat down in that chair sent a signal the panel couldn't unhear.

Hiring committees are made up of human beings who are observing everything from the moment a candidate's name appears on a calendar. The front office staff notices. The committee member who passed you in the hallway noticed. The hiring manager who checked your social media last Tuesday noticed. None of that observation is announced. All of it informs what happens in the debrief.

The seven eliminating behaviors in this chapter are drawn from real panel experience. They are not theoretical. They are the things that have actually ended candidacies for qualified people who walked out of interviews believing they had a real shot — and who never understood why the call went the other way.

Read this chapter like it is written specifically for you. Because for at least one of these seven, it probably is.

1. The Interview Starts in the Parking Lot

Most candidates believe the interview begins when they sit down across from the panel. It does not. It begins the moment they pull into the parking lot — and in some cases, the moment they send their confirmation email.

A candidate who arrives with five minutes to spare is a candidate who is managing their stress in the lobby instead of composing themselves before they walk in. A candidate who arrives flustered, apologizing for traffic, adjusting their jacket as they shake hands, has already communicated something about how they operate under pressure. Panels notice. Panels remember.

The interview begins in how a candidate speaks to the front office staff. Administrative professionals in school buildings talk to principals. They share observations. A candidate who breezes past the secretary without acknowledgment — or worse, who is short or dismissive while waiting — has created an impression that will surface in the debrief even if no one names it explicitly.

It begins in the waiting room. Are they reviewing notes? Staring at their phone? Pacing? How a candidate occupies the minutes before the formal interview begins reveals something about their relationship with uncertainty. School leaders live in uncertainty. Panels are watching to see who can hold it with grace.


FIX IT:  Arrive fifteen to twenty minutes early. Sit in your car if  needed. Walk in ten minutes before your scheduled time — composed,  present, materials in hand. Greet every person you encounter by name  if you have it, warmly if you don't. The interview has already  started.


2. Speaking Negatively About a Current Principal, School or District

This one eliminates more candidates than almost anything else on this list — and it almost always happens in the context of a question that seems to invite it.

The panel asks: Tell us about a challenge you faced in your current building. Or: Describe a time you disagreed with a decision made above you. Or the more direct version: What would you change about your current school?

And the candidate — who has legitimate frustrations, who has worked in difficult circumstances, who has genuine things they would change — answers the question honestly. They talk about the leadership failures they've witnessed. They describe the dysfunction. They explain why the culture is broken and what they would do differently.

The panel writes something in the margin.

Not because the candidate is wrong. Sometimes they are entirely right. But because a candidate who speaks critically about their current community in a job interview has just demonstrated two things: they do not understand professional discretion, and they will speak about this community the same way when they are sitting in the next interview.

The administrator role requires the ability to hold difficult truths about a school while still leading it forward with loyalty and commitment. A candidate who vents in an interview room has not yet learned that skill. Panels are not hiring critics. They are hiring leaders.


FIX IT:  When asked about challenges, speak about the challenge — not  the person or the institution. Frame every difficult experience in  terms of what you learned, what you did, and what you would bring  forward. Critique the problem. Never critique the people or the place.


3. Generic Answers With No Specific Evidence or Data

This is the most common eliminating behavior in administrator interviews — and the most invisible to the candidates who do it.

The panel asks about instructional leadership. The candidate says: I believe all students can learn and I am committed to creating equitable outcomes for every child in my building.

The panel nods. They write nothing. They move to the next question.

What the candidate said is not wrong. It is simply not useful. Every candidate in every administrator interview in every district says some version of that sentence. It communicates nothing about what the candidate has actually done, what results they have produced, or what they would specifically do in this building. It is a belief statement dressed up as a leadership answer.

The candidate who wins that question says something different. They say: In my third grade cohort, sixty-eight percent of students entered the year below grade level in reading. We implemented a targeted small group intervention model, restructured the master schedule to protect ninety minutes of uninterrupted literacy instruction, and by the end of the year fifty-three percent of those students had moved to grade level or above. Here is what I learned from that process and here is how I would approach a similar challenge here.

That answer is specific. It has a number. It has a decision. It has a result. It has a transfer to the current context. The panel can picture this candidate in the building because the candidate has given them something concrete to picture.

Specificity is credibility. Generality is forgettable. In a competitive field where the panel is comparing multiple qualified candidates, the one who is forgotten does not get the offer.


FIX IT:  Before every interview, prepare five to seven specific  evidence-based examples from your professional experience — stories  with context, action and measurable result. These become your answer  inventory. Every question the panel asks should trigger one of these  stories, shaped to fit the specific question.


4. Not Knowing Anything About the School or District Before Walking In

A candidate who walks into an administrator interview without having researched the school is communicating — loudly, without saying a word — that they are not particularly serious about this specific role. They are interviewing generally. They are open to a position. They have not done the work of understanding what this community needs and why they are the right person to provide it.

Panels feel this immediately. There is a particular flatness to interview answers from candidates who don't know the school. Their responses are abstract. They cannot speak to the community's specific challenges. They cannot connect their experience to what is actually happening in the building. They are answering the questions they prepared for, not the questions that matter here.

In a large urban district, the candidate who knows the school's demographic data, academic performance trends and community context is rare
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