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My Office Key Works, 
What’s Next?

Do not go where the path may lead, go instead where 
there is no path and leave a trail. 

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

Congratulations! You have just accepted a position that holds 
unlimited possibilities; the highs will likely mark the apex of your 

career, and the challenges will test you to the core. Does this sound inter-
esting or unsettling? Is this the type of opportunity you were born to 
pursue, or a challenge that causes trepidation and fear? Welcome to the 
superintendency! 

This brief description is consistent with the thoughts, feelings, and expe-
riences you will face as you lead a school system. Marked by ever-increasing 
challenges, the superintendency is as tough a position as you will ever face 
in your career. Yet it provides an unmatched opportunity for changing chil-
dren’s lives forever. As the district’s chief administrator, you will be faced 
with decisions that impact all students in your school system. As a teacher 
you likely had a greater impact on one individual, but as superintendent 
your work will touch each child’s life. Sound exciting? It is! 
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aBoUT This chaPTer

In this chapter we will discuss the position of superintendent—its context, 
background and history, and some of the complexities that come with the 
job. We will also include tips and strategies for surviving and thriving as 
you get started in the position and discuss various real life scenarios. From 
our own experiences and from our extensive discussions with practicing 
and former superintendents, we know that the position is very complex 
and community specific in nature. The ideas in this chapter and in this 
book were designed to address many of the situations you may face, but 
you will also need to use your own common sense and knowledge of the 
community to pave your path to success. As you study the ideas and strat-
egies presented throughout this book do the following:

• Read the concepts presented; look for their core attributes or 
foundational theories. These are what you need to take away for 
your own implementation.

•	 Think about how the ideas and strategies fit your personality and 
comfort level; consider employing those that make the most sense 
to you.

•	 Examine the priorities and needs of the district you are serving; 
you may choose to use some ideas highlighted here before others 
because of their potential positive impact on your superinten-
dency and the district.

•	 Talk with colleagues and mentors to find out their thoughts 
regarding the implementation of the ideas and strategies dis-
cussed throughout this book.

• Above all, use your own good common sense and intuition as you 
move forward!

Chapter 1 is designed to provide you with background and contextual 
information about the superintendency. This is important because once you 
understand the nature of the position, you can figure out how to transfer 
previous achievements to your new role, as well as make adaptations from 
former practices to be a successful superintendent. As we talk about the his-
tory and nature of the superintendency, we will sprinkle in ideas and strate-
gies you may consider using. Some of these will be fully discussed in this 
chapter, while others will be introduced but explained in more detail else-
where in the book. As you read this chapter, keep the following in mind:

• The historical background, the context, and the changing role of 
the position of superintendent in the United States and how these 
components relate to you and your priorities as the superinten-
dent of your school district 
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•	 Ideas and strategies that you can use to successfully launch your 
superintendency

•	 Challenges of leading a school district and keeping the “Big 
Picture” in mind

•	 The Windowpane Model, which can help you analyze constituent 
perspectives

•	 The community liaison role of a superintendent and how this role 
relates to your behavior as the superintendent

The sUPerinTenDencY:  
UnDersTanDing The hisToricaL conTexT

The job of a superintendent has been at the center of change and transi-
tion in American education for years. The American Association of School 
Administrators (AASA) completes a comprehensive study of the position 
every ten years. The data for this study is gathered using surveys of 
superintendents in the field. The latest study results are contained in their 
2000 publication, The Study of the American Superintendency, (Glass, Björk, 
& Brunner, 2000). This comprehensive report outlines many interesting  
and important aspects of the position. It will provide you with good infor-
mation about the experiences and perceptions of your colleagues in the 
field, plus help you understand the context of the position you have 
taken. You can obtain a copy of the report by contacting AASA at http://
www.aasa.org.

As you step into this highly rewarding but challenging position, it is 
important for you to understand the context of the job. We start this chap-
ter with a brief overview of the historical background of the position of 
superintendent. The major researchers compiling the report (Glass, Björk, 
& Brunner, 2000) have developed an introductory section that does a great 
job outlining the history of the superintendency in the United States. 
Below is a summary of that history:

•	 In the early to mid-1800s, larger school systems in the United 
States employed a person as head of the schools called a super-
intendent.

•	 Over the years, the position became more formalized. New or 
aspiring superintendents were taught leadership skills in univer-
sity preparation programs by the first school superintendents. 
These “pioneers” used knowledge they gained as practitioners to 
teach others how to do the job.

•	 The superintendency became associated with corporate models; 
lines of authority and roles between the board and superinten-
dent became more formalized.
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•	 Superintendents were seen as “experts” in the field of education, 
but sometimes their views conflicted with the feelings and wishes 
of the local community they served.

•	 Superintendent and board conflicts became more apparent in the 
1990s, in some cases even involving power struggles.

•	 The present day superintendency is an increasingly complex 
venture because of state academic standards, budgetary issues, 
personnel concerns, and special interest group pressures. (Glass, 
Björk, & Brunner, 2000)

As you can see from this brief overview, the position of superintendent 
has been at the center of attention for a number of years. Many times the 
position has had some level of controversy associated with it. This is 
important for you to understand because if you are looking for a position 
where you can “melt into the woodwork,” this will not be the right job for 
you. During your first thirty days on the job, keep this thought in mind: 
everyone in the community will know who you are or know of you. In 
essence, your job is somewhat like the president of the United States or 
some other public official; the things you say and do will be picked up and 
consumed by your community—so be careful! If you happen to be at a 
community event or the county fair, what you say or do will travel quickly 
through the community.

See how this principle plays out in the story of Walter:

Walter, the superintendent of a middle-sized school district, was 
seen as very friendly and outgoing, but at times would make state-
ments that were thought to lack foresight. He knew from previous 
experience that he needed to be cognizant of what he said publicly, 
but sometimes the moment would get the best of him. An example 
from the previous summer played out when Walter participated in 
the community’s Chamber of Commerce golf tournament. Walter 
was playing on a team that included business owners from the 
community. During a pause in their play, Walter observed that 
trees were being cut down near the golf course in preparation for a 
new manufacturing plant that was being built nearby. He made the 
comment, “Why can’t they put that plant somewhere else? It will 
ruin the peace and calm out here.” Although no one responded to 
Walter’s remark at the time, one individual from the group later 
approached the district’s board chair, stating, “When we were golf-
ing at the tournament the other day, Walter made a negative com-
ment about the new manufacturing plant being built by the golf 
course. He must not have known that Mary and Ken, who were in 
our group, are part owners of the new plant. When we finished our 
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round, they mentioned to me that he should learn to keep his 
mouth shut!”

As insignificant as this event may have seemed, people will look up to 
you as a leader in the community. They expect you to use good judgment 
in everything you do and say in your role as superintendent. It is impor-
tant to remember that you are “always on the clock” when in public. 

Key Point #1: Understand your importance and visibility as the super-
intendent; be sure to use these components of the position to achieve 
the district’s goals. Keep the following in mind:

•	 The position comes with an expectation that you will be one of the 
most visible citizens of the community—if you understand this, you 
can prepare yourself for the pressures that come with that 
expectation.

•	 Since we are in a time where community involvement is on the 
increase, but there is no consensus about the right way to teach 
students, you will find yourself at the center of potential debates 
and emotional discussions. Get ready for those challenges.

•	 Because of the controversies that exist in even relatively stable dis-
tricts, understand that you may be dealing with issues that seem 
trivial or problems that you or your district have not caused. Even 
if those issues don’t seem important to you, they may need to be 
addressed.

•	 Find an outlet to occasionally take yourself out of the public eye, 
even if only for an evening or a couple of days; if you don’t, you may 
find yourself getting tired and even burned out as a result of all of 
the attention.

•	 Identify strategies you plan to use to be visible in the community.

As you prepare for the pressures and opportunities that your “visibil-
ity” may cause, use the template provided in Figure 1.1 to help you gener-
ate ideas and strategies. Once complete, it is advisable to add your Visibil-
ity Planning Template as an attachment to your entry plan (Chapter 10).

Once you have completed the template, take some time to reflect on 
your answers and how they fit into the “public visibility” aspect of being 
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Figure 1.1  Visibility Planning Template

Consider the following ideas as you begin to think through the issues and challenges 
that come with your visibility and prominence in the community. Each question/
response prompt will help you “flesh out” ideas and opportunities.

 1. What strategies or ideas can you employ to identify the necessary level of visibil-
ity required in your community?

 2. What aspects of your personality are suited to the visibility and prominence 
demanded of you in the role of superintendent? What aspects of your personal-
ity may not be suited to such visibility and importance?

 3. How will you maximize the matching portions of your personality while minimiz-
ing or compensating for those parts that do not match the visibility portions of 
the position?

 4. How will you gain feedback about your visibility and prominence strategies in 
relation to your role as superintendent?

 5. Once you have gained feedback on your visibility and prominence efforts, how will 
you make adjustments or refinements in your strategies and ideas?

Copyright © 2009 by Corwin Press. All rights reserved. Reprinted from So Now You're the 
Superintendent! by John Eller and Howard C. Carlson. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 
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organization that has purchased this book.
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the superintendent. Decide how your personality fits this requirement 
and what changes you may need to make in order to be successful. Con-
sider the following questions for personal reflection:

• What did I learn about myself as a result of completing the 
template?

•	 What strengths do I presently possess that will help me be suc-
cessful in this aspect of the superintendency?

• What areas do I need to grow in? How will I gain the information 
and support for needed growth in these areas?

As we have discussed, visibility in the community and schools is an 
important issue for new superintendents. Your presence as the communi-
ty’s educational leader will help the public to feel as though you care. In 
our experience we have found that a visible presence in the community 
and schools can prevent many pitfalls, which is the subject of the next sec-
tion. Looking ahead and focusing on ways to prevent missteps is to every 
superintendent’s benefit. In the next section we begin a discussion of this 
important process.

PoTenTiaL PiTfaLLs  
for neW sUPerinTenDenTs

Over the years, researchers have conducted studies of the superinten-
dency to examine the unique nature of this job. A study that we found 
beneficial for our colleagues is highlighted in the book Becoming a Super-
intendent: Challenges of School District Leadership, by Carolyn Hughes 
Chapman (1997). The book was written based on a research project con-
ducted by twelve professors of educational administration called the 
Beginning Superintendent Study. During the course of the study, these 
professors followed eighteen new superintendents, gathering data from 
a variety of sources. 

In addition to the extensive case studies presented on each of the study 
subjects, the book sums up the collective learning of one part of the 
research in a chapter entitled “Mistakes Beginning Superintendents 
Make.” Even though we will discuss some of these common mistakes in 
the sections of this book where they are most closely related, we thought 
it would be helpful to provide a summarized list.

Keep in mind that these mistakes are the ones made by the new 
superintendents in the study group. Based on our experiences, they are 
common to many new superintendents or superintendents new to a dis-
trict. In subsequent chapters, we will include more details about these 
common mistakes as they fit into the other problematic areas we are 
illustrating. 
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Common New Superintendent Mistakes

• Unshared Vision: Failure to recognize the “human side of the change 
process” and get stakeholders engaged in helping to determine the 
direction of the district

• Too Much Too Soon: Too quickly assessing district problems and 
moving forward without broad understanding or support

• Promises, Promises: Making hasty or baseless promises that worked 
to compromise credibility

• Offending School Board Members: Not recognizing board mem-
bers’ need to feel important and failing to develop sound working 
relationships with them

• Not Doing Homework Before Board Meetings: Failing to do the 
“behind the scenes” work needed to prepare between meetings

• Power Politics: Failing to take time to understand the various power 
groups and their agendas 

• Fickle Loyalties: Not understanding the importance of taking time 
to get to know all groups before attaching oneself to a particular 
group

• Failure to Identify Problems: Letting the “status quo” go on too long 
before beginning to formulate improvement strategies

• Blunt Talk: Forgetting that diplomatic speech may be required when 
addressing district limitations or problems to avoid alienating peo-
ple in the district who may have been working under the problem-
atic area

• Alone at the Top: Underestimating the complexity and loneliness of 
the position

• Hazardous Housecleaning: Undermining trust and credibility by 
removing practices or personnel without apparent understanding 
or communication to others

• Overlooking the Obvious: Implementing a very selective course of 
action to deal with a situation and becoming so focused that an 
obvious aspect that could more easily work to solve the problem 
is overlooked

• The High Cost of Saving Money: Instituting measures to save money 
that end up causing more work and animosity than they are worth 
(Chapman, 1997)
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chaLLenges of LeaDing a schooL DisTricT

One of the contextual aspects of being a school superintendent is that, as 
a result of your importance, visibility, and the amount of community 
involvement that has entered into the public school arena recently, you 
will be dealing with a number of constituents who may not see “eye to 
eye” with you on a variety of issues. In the Study of the American Superin-
tendency, authors Glass, Björk, and Brunner (2000) outline this situation in 
their historical perspective chapter.

In fact, during the 1980s, and to some extent earlier in the 1960s and 
1970s, minority groups and school reformers who were unhappy with 
American public schools often zeroed in on the authority and control 
held by principals and superintendents. Minority parents and school 
critics claimed that school administrators (educational experts) who 
would not, or could not, change the educational system (bureaucracy), 
obstructed equal educational opportunity and reform (Glass, Björk, & 
Brunner, 2000, pp. 3–4).

Even though the unhappiness of some community members started 
several years ago, our experience and work with superintendents show 
that community members still have issues and look to school boards and 
superintendents as the people they can give their advice to in the hopes of 
changing public education in their local communities. Each constituent 
group may bring to the table different viewpoints, experiences, and para-
digms that they use to assess their school system—its successes, chal-
lenges, and failures. Some of these opinions are so strong they cause these 
people to want to take action to help get their viewpoint integrated into 
the agenda of the school district.

The interests of some community groups may make it difficult for you 
to maintain your focus on the entire district. However, many of our col-
leagues over the years have been able to stay on track by spending time 
focusing on the “Big Picture.”

The imPorTance of  
focUsing on The “Big PicTUre”

Superintendents new to their positions quickly learn they must develop 
the ability to view issues from a systemwide perspective (the “big pic-
ture”), as well as to understand the minutiae of the organization’s opera-
tions. This is important if the district is to achieve organizational coher-
ence that will support the accomplishment of its goals. What is the “big 
picture”? Let’s take a few minutes and examine the concept.
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The idea of the “big picture” relates to the superintendent’s ability to 
see the total school district (and even the school district community) in the 
context of day-to-day operations and decisions. As situations arise, it is 
important to step back and look at the entire system rather than just focus 
in on one small part of the organization. You may recognize that this con-
cept is very similar to “systems theory” as outlined by author Peter Senge 
(1989) and others. Let’s see how one superintendent used the concept of 
the “big picture” to deal with a negative situation she faced:

Deborah entered a school system that had a reputation of being 
confrontational in the past. Part way into her honeymoon period, 
the confrontational behaviors started to come out in the various 
meetings she was attending. She thought about just asserting her-
self and using the power of her position to squelch the dissention, 
but instead decided to gather data that would help her see the “big 
picture” of the problem. She engaged in small group and individ-
ual discussions to figure out what could be behind the confronta-
tional behavior. While situations like this can be extremely com-
plex, Deborah found several apparent problems. They included 
the following:

• A lack of trust among the major groups (employee and exter-
nal) related to the district

• A lack of structures for discussion and decision making
• No clear vehicles to evaluate ideas and move them forward to 

implementation

Deborah knew that instead of moving forward, she needed to 
build foundations to help the district and community learn how to 
work together. She found that there was some interest in looking 
at Steven Covey’s book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People 
(Covey, 1989). Even though the book had been published several 
years ago, she thought it still had a lot of good ideas and strategies 
that could be very beneficial to the community and the district. She 
provided support for book discussion groups involving internal 
and external groups. Once people became more comfortable with 
the concepts, she operated mixed groups that began making plans 
using what they had learned in their discussion groups. She also 
worked with the board to develop a community-based strategic 
planning process. In addition, Deborah instituted clear agendas 
for meetings and helped to establish ground rules for discussion.
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Even though problems still existed and emerged from time to time, 
the district began to get a little less confrontational and was able to move 
forward with several projects. Deborah was very careful to make sure 
that the district and community did not move too fast initially in order 
to keep them successful in their quest to improve relations. Her persis-
tence in looking beyond short-term problems or solutions and focusing 
on the “big picture” helped Deborah improve the school district and 
community.

Deborah’s story may sound too simple to be true, but the attribute 
that made her a success was her ability to look at the “big picture” rather 
than focus on small, immediate, and short-term solutions. She knew that 
until she addressed the foundational problems of the district and com-
munity, she would never be able to move them forward in the best inter-
est of students.

As you acclimate into your new superintendency, you will be provided 
with opportunities each and every day that will test your ability to look at 
the “big picture.” It is a crucial skill for you to have in order to be success-
ful. The template in Figure 1.2 will help you gain the skills necessary to 
look at the “big picture” as it relates to your district. 

 

Key Point #2: As the superintendent you are expected to be able to 
see things from the “big picture” or in relation to the best interests of 
the community. Consider the following as you tackle this challenge:

• Understand that one of the key aspects of your success will be the 
ability to look at situations in your school district from the “big 
picture” perspective.

• As people ask for your position on issues, one of the first thoughts 
that should go through your mind is, “How does this situation 
impact the entire school district?”

• Begin to communicate the importance of the “big picture” to your 
board members and your central administrators; eventually, they 
will begin to think in a similar manner.

• Consider using the strategy “Sticky Note Ripple Effects” from 
Chapter 8 as you examine issues and decisions.



�� so now You’re the superintendent!

Figure 1.2  “Big Picture” View Template

This template has been designed to help you think about your district and develop 
a “big picture” view. Please respond to the following questions/prompts as hon-
estly as possible. After you have completed the template, take a few minutes to 
look it over and reflect on what you have learned. Superintendents oftentimes find 
it beneficial to first complete the template on their own and then ask their leader-
ship team complete the process as well. This allows the superintendent to gain a 
broader perspective on the issues.

 1. Describe the context of your district (where is it located, what communities 
does it encompass, what are its demographics, etc.).

 2. What are the issues the district faces? What are the assets the district pos-
sesses? What limitations impact the district?

 3. Describe the various community groups that reside in the school district. 
Describe the internal employee groups. What agendas do these groups bring; 
what seems to make them “tick”? What do they stand to gain from the status 
quo? What would change for them if the district were to experience reform?

 4. Where is the district now in comparison to where it could be? What is pre-
venting it from getting there? What strategies or plans could be implemented 
to help the district move forward? 

Copyright © 2009 by Corwin Press. All rights reserved. Reprinted from So Now You're the 
Superintendent! by John Eller and Howard C. Carlson. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 
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JockeYing for PosiTion

Another challenge you may face as a superintendent new to a district is the 
behavior of some people who “jockey for position” with you. Some new 
superintendents get the pleasure of meeting people who want to complain 
about something that happened in the past or with your predecessor. 
Other people may provide fake or exaggerated compliments to get you on 
their side. With both of these behaviors, it is tempting to engage in a con-
versation or even to promise that you will be different, but this is a very 
dangerous situation you must be prepared to deal with. 

Here are several “jockey for position” examples that we have experi-
enced or that have been reported to us in our work with superintendents 
over the years:

• “We are so glad you’re here; it’s good to have a superintendent 
who will listen.”

•	 “Your predecessor was so stubborn; we are hoping that you are 
more open minded.”

•	 “My neighbor met with you and said you are so open and 
friendly.”

•	 “Our parent group became frustrated with (name of previous 
superintendent); we are so glad you will be different.”

•	 “I’m not sure if anyone has mentioned this to you, but there are 
problems in our district caused by your predecessor; let me tell 
you about them.”

•	 “This district has great potential but all of our suggestions were 
ignored by (name of previous superintendent).”

•	 “We have heard so many good things about you from your previ-
ous district.”

•	 “I’m not sure if you understand who your friends and supporters 
here are; let me tell you.”

•	 “I have a lot of influence here; you can share any problems that 
you encounter with me and I’ll be glad to help you.”

• “Many of us in the community have discussed how you will do a 
much better job than (name of previous superintendent).”

Strategies for dealing with those “jockeying for position”:

• Listen to each person fully, but do not make any comments that 
might be construed as indicating action or commitment.

•	 When pressed to provide a premature opinion or commitment 
simply indicate: “I need some time to study the issue, please let 
me get back to you on this.”

•	 Confirm statements related to the district’s culture or operational 
practice with two or three people prior to formulating an opinion.
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•	 Consult with those who have little to gain prior to considering a 
significant action, as they will oftentimes provide the most candid 
feedback.

Keep the following in mind as you encounter negativity related to pre-
vious superintendents:

•	 Anticipate that a negative discussion could come up at almost any 
meeting you have during your first few months in the district. Try 
to remember this fact as you meet with each person or group in 
the district. Just knowing that something negative may be brought 
up will keep you from getting “blindsided” with an unanticipated 
issue.

•	 As you listen to the issue or complaint, work hard to stay open to 
hearing the core of the message. You may want to jot down the 
major points that the person sharing this information with you is 
making.

•	 Rather than agreeing or disagreeing with the negative allegation 
or assertion, be ready to use your paraphrasing skills by restating 
the major parts of the message back to the sender. By restating the 
major points, you communicate that you are listening—an impor-
tant attribute of a good superintendent. A more complete descrip-
tion of reflecting skills is included in Chapter 9.

•	 Resist making judgments or promises related to the issues or com-
plaints. Using your paraphrasing or reflecting skills you can 
avoid “overpromising.” If you do want to make some kind of 
commitment to the person sharing the complaint, you may be 
able to commit to checking into the situation then getting back in 
touch with this person (this technique is similar to the one dis-
cussed in the previous section). If you do this be sure to write 
yourself a reminder and follow through on your promise. If you 
don’t, you’ll be the next person on the complaint list.

Key Point #3: Be careful during your initial meetings with employees 
and constituents so that you don’t get trapped, engage in negative con-
versations, or make unreasonable promises with those whose who may 
be “jockeying for position.”

The WinDoWPane moDeL: a TooL for anaLYzing 
anD UnDersTanDing consTiTUenT PersPecTives

As stated earlier, new superintendents must be able to see the “big picture” 
when considering issues and making decisions. Equally important is the 
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superintendent’s ability to analyze and understand varying constituent 
perspectives. As superintendent it is important to be able to pull back and 
see things from positions other than your own. You don’t have to agree 
with their perspective, just be able to consider their position so you can 
understand where they are coming from in relation to the issue at hand. 

A visual tool we have used while serving in the position and in our 
work with superintendents is a “windowpane.” Our approach is to ask 
superintendents to think about their district as if it were a window that 
contains many smaller panes. Each pane of the window provides a slightly 
different view if a person stands very close to the window and only looks 
out of a single pane. When a person stands back and looks out of the entire 
window (adding together the various small pane views) the picture is 
complete. As a superintendent you will encounter many groups that are so 
close to a situation that they can only see it from their small pane. You, on 
the other hand, should be able to look out the entire window to see the 
“big picture.” At times some of these groups looking through the small 
windowpanes believe they have full view of the problem, but in reality 
only see a small part of it. In other words, based upon their experience and 
knowledge, they can’t see through the entire windowpane, but rather just 
one, or possibly, a few panes. Figure 1.3 illustrates the graphical model we 
use to explain this idea and Figure 1.4 shows the Windowpane Model with 
a real example.

Figure 1.3  Windowpane Model

View 1 View 2 View 3

View 4 View 5 View 6

View 7 View 8 View 9
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In Figure 1.4 we have identified sample views or perspectives. You 
may vary the language or the different groups contained in the window-
panes specific to your circumstances or issues at hand. The focus of the 
example is to illustrate how important it is for the superintendent to step 
back and view the entire window, including all of the panes, to see how 
various ideas or decisions may impact certain groups. Some superinten-
dents have found the graphic so helpful they have used it in their admin-
istrative meetings to help them think through their decisions. Once the 
various views have been identified, meetings with the groups appearing 
in the panes can begin in an effort to address their needs or concerns.

In many cases groups, especially those that are really invested in only 
their perspective, simply “don’t know what they don’t know.” Members 
of these groups can appear quite harsh at times, believing they understand 
the issue and that you are making the “wrong” decision. This is a chal-
lenge you are likely to face on a frequent basis. Clearly, if not approached 
from an appropriate perspective, these daily encounters can and will lead 
to a great deal of frustration on your part.

Figure 1.4  Windowpane Model Based on the Content Area of Possibly 
Reducing Bus Routes to Save Money in Light of Budget Cuts

Bus drivers’ view:

Reduced earnings

Local business  
owners’ view:

Lower taxes, but  
less spending in their 
businesses by local  

bus drivers

Taxpayers  
with no children  
in districts’ view:

Lower taxes 

Parents with children 
riding the bus’ view:

Loss of convenience

Less safety

Superintendent’s view:

Budget savings

Angry parents

Angry bus drivers

Parents of  
students not using  

the bus’ view:

Lower taxes

More money for  
other programs

School district 
employees’ view:

Empathy for the  
bus drivers

Feeling that their  
program may be next

Board members’ view:

Budget reduction

Angry parents

Angry bus drivers

Increase in other  
programs (maybe a  

favorite program of theirs)

Parents of private 
school children not 
riding the bus’ view:

Lower taxes
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Key Point #4: It’s important for you to be able to “see” the view or 
perspective of others before you move forward on an idea or plan. Once 
you have identified their views, you can begin to work to help them see 
the wider perspective in relation to the idea or plan.

As superintendent you are likely the only one who has achieved the 
“full view” of a situation. Keeping this concept at the forefront of your 
mind is of utmost importance in the superintendency. It allows you to set 
a healthy expectation personally as you deal with issues and challenges. 
Another byproduct is that you will gain a level of patience and under-
standing that might not be present without this new perspective. If you 
always remember that in most situations your challengers will only see 
through “one pane of the window,” it changes how you deal with people, 
which is the most important aspect of your position. You can then probe for 
areas of misunderstanding or misguided thought and work to correct the 
errant viewpoints. This process of reflection also allows you to “check” 
your own viewpoint. Is it possible that you are approaching the issue by 
looking through only one pane of the window? At times the answer might 
be yes, but your answer can be modified if you apply this new paradigm 
of thought in your own decision-making processes.

It is also important to note that at times you will deal with individuals 
who fully understand the situation at hand, but their priorities may not 
align with yours or that of the district in general. With any idea or existing 
practice, someone is benefiting. A change means this benefit is no longer 
in place. There will undoubtedly be conflict in the decision-making pro-
cess as people with differing priorities are involved. 

Consider the following tips as you deal with constituent perspectives 
in your superintendency:

•	 Reflect upon the primary groups you will encounter and develop 
a sense of the experiences and knowledge they will likely bring to 
any situation. This will prepare you for the types of questions, 
comments, and responses you will receive to your proposals and 
reform efforts.

•	 Use the Windowpane Model to analyze ideas you wish to propose 
or when considering an important decision. 

•	 Analyze where you might look through only one pane of the win-
dow and challenge yourself to gain an understanding of the 
“entire window” in that particular area. This process of constant 
reflection will make you a better superintendent and will aide in 
the conduct of your work.
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The sUPerinTenDenT as commUniTY Liaison

Prior to serving in the superintendency some might think the “community 
liaison” role is lost somewhere in the middle, placed between more press-
ing and important issues. Although this was never true, today the role of 
the superintendent as the district’s “face in the community” is essential. It 
is also important to remember that you, as superintendent, are not the only 
liaison to the community—your administrators and other key personnel 
are communicating messages as well. 

A superintendent should participate in the various service clubs that 
are available in the community, but be strategic and face this task with 
clear and focused intention. It is your job to make sure the public 
receives accurate information about the district and one of the most 
powerful vehicles for the distribution of these data is to connect with the 
community’s “key communicators.” Key communicators are those indi-
viduals who influence public opinion in your community. He or she 
may be an elected official, but could be an employee at the local grocery 
store. The point is that your district’s key communicators will likely 
come from both the traditional and hidden leadership structures of the 
community. Your task is to identify these individuals and determine 
how to best communicate with each one, as the relationship you build 
will pay tremendous dividends when the community’s support is 
required. 

As the district’s community liaison the superintendent should 
develop “strategic discussion points” which will ensure that a purpose-
ful message is getting out to the community’s key communicators (as 
well as others). One of the strongest ways to combat the influence of 
misinformation campaigns and develop confidence in the school system 
is to drive home over a period of time, via the most respected individuals 
in the community, a message you want every household to understand 
about the district. This concept is successful because it preempts the 
work of those who would like to promote negativity about the district. 
In essence, this is the process of developing “sound bites” about the dis-
trict. These messages should be simple, short, and extremely memorable. 
Your goal with this effort is to ultimately hear members of the commu-
nity echoing the messages, which you are sharing over and over again 
with the district’s key communicators. Once the district’s sound bites are 
the community’s mantra about its school system, you will know that you 
have succeeded in your efforts. 

In a district where one of the authors served as superintendent he was 
blessed to experience academic performance in the top 5 percent and 
expenditures in the bottom 10 percent, as compared to other districts 
statewide. This message was communicated on every possible occasion: 
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“Our schools perform in the top 5 percent, while spending is in the bot-
tom 10 percent.” This key message communicated that constituents of the 
district received good results for a relatively low level of investment—a 
good value. The message was broadly shared in verbal and written com-
munications across the community and eventually, over time, the super-
intendent began to hear it coming back to him. It had an impact on the 
way the community viewed its school district and how they chose to 
describe it to others.

Key Point #5: Understand your role in serving as a community liaison. 
In this role you will function as a sort of conduit between the community 
and the school district.

Even though we will discuss communication in more depth in Chapter 
9, it is important now that you begin to think about a process to identify 
the key communicators in your district. 

DeveLoP a keY commUnicaTors LisT

Identifying key communicators can be accomplished by asking for input 
from board members, existing district administrators, key community 
members, and others to help identify the district’s most influential people 
in a few important categories. These categories may be slightly different in 
each district but could include business leadership, PTA leaders, parents, 
key employees, and so on. 

The key communicator categories should lead to the identification of 
your district’s power base. It should be noted that as you progress through 
this process you may not find key communicators in each major area, or it 
is possible that a key communicator will be identified across several areas. 
Neither of these issues is a problem, but rather opportunities to better 
understand your community. If only a few key communicators are identi-
fied, then you have fewer individuals to focus on regarding your commu-
nication efforts. If one individual shows up in numerous groups this 
indicates that they might be more influential than others who are identi-
fied in the process. Figure 1.5 contains a matrix showing the typical catego-
ries and potential members of each for school districts.
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Figure 1.5  Key Communicator Identification Matrix

Potential Key 
Communicator 

Areas*
Method of 

Identification

Communication 
Methods for 

Identified Groups 

Potential 
Members  

of the Group

Elected Officials • Studying school 
district’s list of 
municipalities, 
counties, and other 
jurisdictions 

• Individual monthly 
meetings

• Joining groups which 
provide access to 
these individuals

• Periodic e-mail 
updates regarding 
district’s activities

• School board
• Other elected 

officials
• School employees
• Community 

members

Service Clubs and 
Organizations

• Community guides
• School board
• District employees
• Community 

members

• Periodic reports to 
the organization

• Annual “State of the 
Schools” 
presentations

• Attendance at 
meetings

• Same as shown in 
Methods of 
Identification section

Athletic Organizations • District coaches
• District athletic 

director
• Community 

members

• Attendance at 
meetings

• Periodic e-mail 
communications 
regarding district’s 
athletic issues/needs

• Development of an 
“Athletic Advisory 
Council”

• Same as shown in 
Methods of 
Identification section

Business Community • Chamber of 
Commerce

• Rotary
• School board
• Other service clubs

• Attendance at 
identified meetings

• “Special events” for 
business community 
through the district

• Periodic, business 
issue related print 
or e-mail 
communications

• Business leaders
• School board
• Chamber executive

Religious Community • Ministerial 
associations

• Community guides

• Periodic attendance 
at ministerial 
meetings

• District-sponsored 
events for clergy

• School board
• Community 

members

*This list of potential key communicator groups is not exhaustive, but is meant to serve 
as guide in the identification process. Superintendents can probe school board members 
and others to determine which individuals and community groups require identification 
in their particular district.
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This section focused on the fact that the superintendent is the district’s 
“community liaison.” In this day and age of increased “no vote” efforts 
and public scrutiny, it is of vital importance that the district establish a 
strong relationship with the community. As superintendent it is your job 
to lead this effort, keeping close tabs on what residents of the district think 
and feel about their schools. It is important to identify the district’s key 
communicators and engage them frequently. To do so establishes relation-
ships, which ultimately should lead to trust. Clearly they will hear a mes-
sage about the school district; the question is what will they hear and whom 
will they hear it from? Furthermore, when a tax initiative is proposed will 
you, as superintendent, have enough relationship capital with the commu-
nity’s key communicators that they will trust what the district is saying? 
To conclude these thoughts, contemplate the words of Peter Drucker, the 
influential management consultant and university professor, who said: 
“The best way to predict the future is to create it!”

Consider the following tips as you serve as community liaison in your 
district:

•	 You are the face of the school district in everything you say, every-
thing you do, and in every interaction in which you are engaged. 
Don’t ever underestimate the fact that the impression you leave 
will have an impact on your tenure in the superintendency. Always 
be friendly, positive, and helpful regardless of the situation.

•	 Be cognizant of the fact that other district employees (key admin-
istrators and other staff members) are also liaisons with the com-
munity. Be sure these individuals are clear regarding what should 
be consistently communicated to the public.

•	 Know your district’s hidden and formal leadership structures and 
make an effort to strategically focus the district’s communication 
points on the key communicators in your district.

•	 Do not underestimate the benefit of strategic communication 
points and the fact that you need to be purposeful in making sure 
the district’s message is spread with intention and perseverance.

The changing roLe of The sUPerinTenDencY

The role of the superintendent has changed dramatically over the years. 
Once a position many aspired to in school systems—a role with tremen-
dous influence and long tenure—it has now changed, especially in urban 
settings. Is this change for better, or worse? We each must judge this ques-
tion for ourselves as reforms in the position can be viewed as both positive 
and negative. Consider the words of Susan Moore Johnson, author of Lead-
ing to Change: The Challenge of the New Superintendency (1996) and former 
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academic dean and professor of education in administration, planning, 
and social policy at the Harvard Graduate School of Education: 

In the past, the job was primarily a managerial position. Now, a 
different approach to leadership is needed to tackle educational 
and political issues simultaneously. Some of those challenges are 
well beyond the superintendent’s control or influence, and many 
of them require substantial financial investments that society is not 
prepared to make. (Johnson, 1996)

In the past it was clear that the superintendent was to establish finan-
cial stability, oversee the physical plant, maintain well-disciplined schools, 
and ensure each child had a textbook. Today, we are in a new era that con-
tinues to be redefined as time progresses. In this new era a completely dif-
ferent skill set is required for the position of superintendent. Although the 
position still requires managerial expertise and awareness of the district’s 
day-to-day operations, it has become much more oriented toward leading, 
setting direction, and holding the organization accountable for results.

navigaTing The changing LanDscaPe

In our opinion, as we progress into the future and the landscape for super-
intendents’ changes, there are at least three basic ideas which superinten-
dents must understand to achieve success. These three ideas are not meant 
to be all encompassing, but rather to point out issues which will require 
tremendous levels of thought and finesse. These include:

 1.  Successful change cannot be mandated (Fullan, 2001); it requires 
organizational support.

 2.  Superintendents must know which hill to “die on.” In other words, 
they recognize the decisions that are so important they would stake 
their job on the proper resolution of these issues.

 3.  Superintendents must understand the components of successful 
communication. 

New superintendents should quickly understand and gain apprecia-
tion for the fact that they are as close to serving in an elected role as possi-
ble. They serve at the pleasure of the local school board. In today’s chang-
ing environments, most are one election away from a potentially hostile 
board. More and more superintendents are becoming facilitators of their 
boards and community constituent groups. Let’s look at the three previ-
ously mentioned basic ideas and how they relate to the changing land-
scape of the school superintendency.



��my office key Works, What’s next?

successful school change

It is human nature for leaders to desire to “win” the competition. This 
is the way they are wired, and their tenacity likely signals the reason for 
their success. How this translates to the superintendency is that you need 
to realize major change requires organizational support; you can’t plan it 
and organize it on your own. Although this sounds self-evident, superin-
tendents in most cases fail with major initiatives because they either don’t 
involve others, or do so in a cursory manner. John Kotter, in Leading 
Change: Emotional Aspects of the Change Process (1996), indicates that major 
change must start with stirring the organization’s emotions. Successful 
leaders figure out how to get this done (see Kotter’s book for examples) 
so that a large portion of the organization is ready for change prior to 
introducing a new initiative. This process can be compared to preparing 
a garden. We must first spend significant time following a number of 
individual steps to prepare the soil for successful germination of the 
seeds. Organizations are no different; a great idea or needed change effort 
can’t be simply sprung on the system without first preparing everyone for 
the new initiative. This is not a couple of speeches and a report identify-
ing reasons for change, but potentially a yearlong, multifaceted process. 
We speak to the change process in greater depth in Chapter 5, but it is 
important to realize finesse in this area is a prerequisite for the effective 
superintendent.

Key Point #6: Understand the attributes of effective change before 
attempting to move new initiatives or plans forward. This is an idea that 
will help you transcend a changing school landscape.

hills to “Die on”

Even though the superintendency is normally a physically safe job, 
successful superintendents learn quickly about the concept of identify-
ing which hills to “die on.” This war-related term has been used by many 
of the colleagues we have worked with over the years to indicate the 
issues that the superintendent stakes his or her professional reputation 
and survival on in the school district. This is an issue of tremendous 
importance as it speaks to where, as superintendent, you should take a 
stand in the decision making process. During the course of your career, 
from the earliest stages through the length of your tenure, you will be 
faced with this dilemma. 
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The challenge is that in many serious situations there isn’t a clear answer 
to the problem. When you think about it, this makes sense as it wouldn’t 
truly be a decision if the correct path were clear! To effectively navigate the 
political reality of when and how to make a decision, you will need to work 
from a solid decision making base. What does this mean? It simply indicates 
that you need to clearly search your soul for what your philosophy is in 
making decisions when the going gets tough. Do you take the side of the 
most influential board member, staff member, or community representative? 
Do you sacrifice individual employees to keep others happy? Do you use 
politically acceptable platitudes such as “it’s in the best financial interest of 
the district”? We mention these questions as, unfortunately, some of your 
colleagues will take such a path to keep the peace, or save their job.  
Our experience tells us that the very best superintendents develop a few 
Decision-Making Tenets that they operate from when the going gets tough. 
These tenets become their guiding light—their lighthouse in the fog, if you 
will—as tough situations are faced. There is never a shortage of situations in 
the superintendency that require political and/or decision-making courage, 
and those who operate from a set of predetermined tenets always find them-
selves to be at greater peace when the dust settles.

Below we have provided a matrix that leads you through the process 
of developing your own set of Decision-Making Tenets.

Decision-Making Tenets Development Matrix

Step #1: Develop your educational philosophy (put this in writing). If 
you have completed this exercise in the past, use this opportunity to 
revisit your previous thinking. If this is the first occasion for you to 
develop a written philosophy, be honest with yourself. You may check 
your thoughts with close colleagues or your spouse to determine 
whether your ideas are truly reflective of who you are and how you 
operate.

Items to Spur Thought

•	 What does the phrase “all kids can learn” mean to you?

•	 Do you truly focus on the students, or do you defer to adults and 
the culture in the school system? Why or why not?

•	 What do you believe about student assessment and progress moni-
toring (formative and summative)?

•	 To what extent are parents responsible for student performance?



��my office key Works, What’s next?

Step #2: Distill your educational philosophy down to a few items that 
represent your focus; your hills to “die on” (Tenets).

Items to Spur Thought

•	 Do these items represent issues you feel deeply about in your heart 
and soul?

•	 Is there a solid base of research that supports your philosophy?

•	 Can you easily articulate these Tenets of your philosophy and 
debate them if possible? Are they memorable?

•	 Do you comprehensively understand the opposing view?

•	 To what extent would you stand on these issues? Would you stake 
your job on these items? Would you hold true to them unless the 
board indicates you should change your mind? 

Step #3: Develop a written list of these Tenets and post them in your 
office.

Items to Spur Thought

•	 If asked, how will you describe these Tenets to others? What is their 
purpose?

•	 Did you choose items that strike you at the core of your being, or 
did you opt for those you believe are less controversial (there is no 
right or wrong answer here, but rather what you can truly live with 
individually)?

•	 Do you feel comfortable operating from these Tenets when the 
going gets tough?

Step #4: Design a plan to revisit these Tenets at an annual individual 
retreat where you spend time alone in reflection.

Items to Spur Thought

•	 Do you believe your Tenets can change over time with maturation 
and new data?

•	 How do you plan to record thoughts related to your Tenets 
throughout the year (keep a file, a journal, etc.)?

•	 Did you face decisions that challenged your Tenets during the year? 
How did you react? Did you hold true, or did you take a different 
path? 
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Key Point #7: Identify the principles that provide the foundation for 
your ideas and opinions. Be able to clearly and concisely share them 
related to the major decisions you will face. Don’t “dig in” on issues over 
stubbornness, but do take a stand when an issue is directly related to one 
of your core foundational values.

successful communicator

The next skill that adept superintendents must master to transcend a 
changing landscape is that of successful communicator. Today’s superin-
tendent must become an expert at communicating with a range of constit-
uents using skills that fit a particular context. Although most people 
equate a good communicator with a “good public speaker,” we believe 
this is only one of many items you must have in your toolbox.

Effective communicators are masters of written and nonverbal com-
munication as well. Most of us can identify an individual who we think of 
as a “good communicator.” In most cases these individuals are seen as 
articulate, friendly, outgoing, and willing to listen. Although these skills 
may be consistent with our “vision” of a good communicator, successful 
communicators come in a number of different packages.

As we think about the position of superintendent, it is true that you are 
periodically engaged in large group verbal communication, but superin-
tendents are also called upon to communicate frequently in writing—
memos, e-mails, newsletters—and in small groups. To be successful in 
these endeavors you must become an “effective” verbal and written com-
municator. Also, good communication is considered two-way, which 
means the superintendent not only has to send good communication but 
must receive as well. Effective two-way communication skills in multiple 
areas can be achieved through practice, further study, or gaining assistance 
from others when needed. Superintendents must not only be effective ver-
bal and written communicators, but they must master small group and 
nonverbal communication strategies. 

Superintendents spend much of each day in small group meetings or 
engaged with individuals. When they walk down the hall or greet others, 
their every move is being watched by someone. Employees, community 
members, and parents will likely engage the superintendent very infre-
quently and thus an initial impression goes a long way. 

Regarding small groups, it is imperative that superintendents become 
expert facilitators. The methods they employ while facilitating a small 
group can leave the group feeling honored, or upset. Again, superinten-
dents are leaders and they want to verbalize their agenda, and many 
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times this comes at the expense of broad-based group participation. 
Expert small group facilitation represents a cache of skills that are mas-
tered and used by successful superintendents. To further your skills in 
this area we recommend reading Effective Group Facilitation in Education: 
How to Energize Meetings and Manage Difficult Groups, by Dr. John Eller 
(2004). Dr. Eller outlines a number of strategies that will prepare you to 
expertly facilitate the numerous small groups you will encounter during 
your tenure as a superintendent.

Nonverbal communication is a topic we seldom consider as superin-
tendents, but one that holds great importance. Often defined as gestures, 
signs, and body cues; it has been said that approximately 90 percent of 
your communication is carried through nonverbal means. Thus, when you 
are interacting with people—sitting in a meeting, listening to someone’s 
comments, thoughts, or ideas—90 percent of what you communicate 
comes through your actions, expressions, posture, etc. Powerful informa-
tion! Nonverbal communication can be broken into three primary parts: 
(1) the items you can do nothing about—your gender, race, age, or height; 
(2) the items you can, with effort, change—your dress, hair, or weight; and 
finally, (3) the items you already have that you can choose to use—gesture, 
eye contact, voice, and so on. Superintendents who make an effort to say 
“hi” in the hallway, place their hand on someone’s shoulder and thank 
them for a job well done, or smile and make eye contact with a parent at 
the grocery store are typically seen as friendly, open, and engaged.

Figure 1.6 outlines some nonverbal communication skills and their 
potential impact on others. As you review it, think about how you might 
use these ideas as you connect with others in your particular district. 
Remember it is likely the small, seemingly insignificant interactions that 
take place on a daily basis will define for people who you are as a leader.

Key Point #8: As you begin your superintendency, keep effective com-
munication strategies at the forefront of your most important behaviors. 
Be sure to think about effective two-way communication and the integra-
tion of spoken, written, and nonverbal methods in your tool kit.

Consider the following tips as you think about the changing role of the 
superintendency:

•	 First, realize the superintendency will continue to change, but 
what won’t change is that the role will continue to require an 
individual who can lead but not forget the importance of the day-
to-day operation.
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•	 Become a student of the change process and read all you can 
regarding its successful implementation. Change will be the one 
constant throughout your career.

•	 Take the time to assess and understand your educational philoso-
phy, as it will become the foundation from which to operate. Your 
philosophy should be distilled down to a few Decision-Making 
Tenets, which need to be revisited on an annual basis.

•	 Put in the effort to become an “effective” verbal and written com-
municator, but become an expert at small group facilitation and 
nonverbal communication.

Figure 1.6  Nonverbal Communication Skills and Their Potential Impact  
on Others

Communication Skill Improvement Efforts Application

Smiling •	Focus on smiling when 
interacting with people or 
simply walking down the hall.

•	Smiling provides 
impression of confidence, 
approachability, energy.

Posture/Body Orientation •	Stand erect, but not rigid.
•	Lean forward slightly when 

talking to others.
•	Don’t slouch.

•	Standing erect shows 
energy and confidence.

•	Leaning forward, especially 
when introducing yourself, 
will display interest and 
respect.

Proximity •	Close proximity can show 
engagement and interest.

•	Develop awareness of how 
to assess a person’s comfort 
level with your proximity.

•	Use proximity as a tool to 
show that you are actively 
listening.

•	Recognize the signs of 
proximity discomfort: 
movement away, eye 
aversion, leg swaying, 
tapping.

Paralinguistics •	Understand various aspects 
of speech: tone, pitch, 
loudness, inflection, etc.

•	Use aspects of speech to 
make a point, indicate 
interest, or signal concern.

Appropriate Touch •	On occasion use appropriate 
touch to show concern, 
caring, or interest.

•	Use appropriate touch to 
add emphasis to your 
message.

 



��my office key Works, What’s next?

sUmmarY

Now that it’s official and you have the job, it’s important for you to really 
understand the nature of the position you have accepted. This chapter was 
developed as a way for you to see the historical context of the superinten-
dency, some of the roles and expectations of the job, and the changing 
landscape of the position. It was also designed to provide you with some 
ideas and strategies and to give you a chance to think and process how 
you will move forward and make the job a successful venture for you and 
a quality investment for the district you serve. As you reflect on your new 
position, think about the following:

•	 What are the major expectations the community has for me in 
relation to my visibility as the superintendent?

•	 What lessons can I learn from the research related to mistakes 
new superintendents make?

•	 How can I identify the key communicators in my district? 
•	 How can I use the Windowpane Model to understand the differ-

ent perspectives groups hold in the school community? Once I 
know these, how do I need to move forward?

•	 What foundational skills and behaviors can I count on to help me 
be successful as the landscape of the district and the superinten-
dency changes?

The job of school superintendent is both challenging and rewarding. It 
will provide you with untold professional stimulation, as well as many 
very frustrating moments. One key relationship that needs to be estab-
lished and maintained is the relationship between the board and the 
superintendent. In Chapter 2, The Superintendent–School Board Relation-
ship: A Cornerstone of Your Success,	you will learn how to make this cru-
cial relationship work for you.


