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A s shifting of tectonic plates forever 
alters the earth’s surface, the tectonic 
shifts of COVID-19 and political 
divisiveness have forever shifted 

the landscape of both landing and keeping a 
superintendency. While one may long for the 
nostalgic “normal” days of instructional lead-
ership, an equity lens, and operational exper-
tise to land a job, today’s harsh new realities 
dictate a changed approach.

Having facilitated numerous searches 
and a handful of strategic plans as well as 
commiserating with countless sitting and 
aspiring superintendents, I am fi nding that 
a “new normal” defi es description due to the 
uniqueness of boards of education and school 
districts. However, several new realities are 
impacting all candidates seeking a superinten-
dent’s job. These are the top fi ve.

  l Communicator in chief.
Large or small, rural, urban or suburban, blue 
state or red state, the No. 1 prerequisite of 
landing a superintendent’s job today is com-

munication. One has to be an expert commu-
nicator: a dynamic, inspiring speaker; a clear 
and persuasive writer; a social media master; 
a humble listener; a compelling presenter; 
an adept conversationalist; a culturally astute 
presence; and an extraordinary room-reader 
with the non-verbal communication skills of 
Marcel Marceau.

The new reality is that with the lightning 
speed of internet communication and the 
ability of any stakeholder to blast misinfor-
mation, aspiring and current leaders must 
know how to use social media to create a pos-
itive presence, spread good news and counter 
adverse posts. Boards need a leader to com-
bat and stand above social media tirades and 
ensure the school district’s brands remain 
positive. Moreover, boards want superinten-
dents who are not just skilled in messaging 
but also who excel at listening to multiple 
sides of controversial issues and navigating 
a path forward that validates all voices while 
ultimately leading to decisions that are best 
for students and staff .

The New Realities 
of Landing 

a Superintendency
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A veteran search executive says instructional know-how 
and operational expertise have been supplanted as 

leading factors when school boards are hiring
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In response to this new reality, applicants with 
a marketing and communication background 
have a strong advantage as their presentation 
materials off er compelling narratives, complete 
with hyperlinks and QR codes that allow search 
committees to know them and their work far 
more deeply than the typical applicant. In fact, 
a high-profi le suburban district in Texas had a 
highly competitive candidate slate with experi-
enced superintendents and ended up selecting the 
applicant with the least amount of superintendent 
experience but the best communication skills, 
perhaps due partly to the individual’s education 
and early career experience in public relations, 
communications and marketing.

  l DEI may be DOA.
The desire for equity-driven superintendents 
has diminished rapidly. That’s due to the larger 
presence of fi ercely conservative political action 
groups and outside funding sources support-
ing school board candidates with an “anti-woke” 
agenda; the rise of vocal, oppositional “parent 
rights” groups; the ongoing political incivility; and 
the wide media coverage of attacks on diversity, 
equity and inclusion initiatives.

Whereas a few years ago superintendency can-
didates needed recent and relevant experiences 
in successfully advancing DEI initiatives, closing 
opportunity gaps and raising student achieve-

ment, being authentically culturally responsive 
and ideally being bilingual or multicultural, some 
search committees now actually screen out can-
didates they deem too “woke” or “progressive.” 
Other districts have contended they wanted a 
candidate from a multicultural background with 
an equity lens and someone preferably bilingual, 
but when down to three fi nalists, they chose the 
most traditional candidate, likely fearing backlash 
from vocal stakeholder groups.

That said, DEI-driven superintendents and 
aspiring superintendents still will fi nd numerous 
urban and suburban districts, large and small, 
seeking their leadership. But the applicants must 
be more selective. The candidate must do deep 
dives into the culture of the district, the politics of 
individual board members and the community’s 
desires and needs before applying. Watching 
school board meetings on livestream, reading and 
viewing media reports on the district, consulting 
with search fi rm associates facilitating the search, 
and reaching out to folks in the district are more 
important than ever, given this new reality.

For example, highly qualifi ed applicants inter-
ested in an extremely desirable position must 
be astute enough to opt out of the search before 
applying. As one candidate from Massachusetts 
told us as we were recruiting him to apply for a 
job in Texas, “It’s a great job and looks like a won-
derful district, but there are two reasons I am not 
applying: Abbott and Cruz. Their supporters will 
ensure my failure.”

Another applicant for the top district post in 
a deeply red Midwestern state told us that, given 
her “progressive” background, if she were selected 
to lead the district on a 4-3 or 5-2 vote given the 
results of a recent board election, she could not go 
into a job with partial support.

The new reality may be that while it could be 
exaggerating a bit to pronounce diversity, equity 
and inclusion “dead on arrival,” the “anti-woke” 
factionism can be a powerful force suppressing 
applicant pools and deterring candidates who 
have the potential to be exceptional leaders for all 
children in that school community.

  l Adverse social media.
With the ease of internet research, every school 
board member has become remarkably adept 
at fi nding anything anywhere about candidates. 
The most vulnerable to adverse media are sitting 
superintendents because, as we all know, it is not 
a matter of if someone somewhere skewers them 
on social media but when.

Boards have become exceptionally skittish 
about hiring anyone with any adverse media 

Max McGee, a former superintendent on the state and 
district levels, is president of Hazard, Young, Attea 
and Associates, one of the largest superintendent 
search fi rms in the country. PH
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attention because they fear backlash from parents 
and taxpayers, even if it’s just a vocal few. This 
skittishness is understandable, and boards’ own 
super sleuthing is due, in part, to the fact their 
voters, their teachers and their students will fi nd 
whatever they or a search fi rm misses. Few super-
intendents have a squeaky clean internet profi le, 
and consequently they may be disqualifi ed with-
out even an interview.

That said, adverse social or traditional media 
can be overcome and countered before and dur-
ing the interview process. Reference letters from 
the current school board chair and teacher union 
president and a one-page written explanation to 
the search consultants will go a long way in bal-
ancing negative press. However, in this new real-
ity of prevalent adverse social media, the inter-
view is the most crucial component.

Successful candidates who have adverse media 
attention are able to (1) be proactive in explain-
ing the media prior to being asked about it in the 
interview, and (2) make their explanation crystal 
clear and especially concise. The adage “less is 
more” holds true in these explanations, and our 
recommended source for guidance is the Axios 
publication Smart Brevity: The Power of Saying 
More With Less.

Within the last two years, we have seen far 
too many great superintendents talk themselves 
out of jobs by rambling on about adverse social 

media or challenges with past school boards and 
becoming clearly emotional and defensive. In fact, 
in one recent search, the most qualifi ed candidate 
lost the job by perseverating on bad press dating 
back eight years. While the board initially didn’t 
worry too much about the old media coverage, 
when reviewing the candidate, they agreed that 
due to the length, detail and defensiveness he 
provided in describing the incident, there “could 
be much more there,” so they hit the reject button.

On the other hand, a candidate who had been 
out of the superintendency for a year and had 
returned to a principalship after a controversial 
incident was able to land a superintendent’s job 
through her clear, straightforward, candid and 
brief accounting of what happened from her per-
spective. Additionally, she off ered a public rela-
tions resource at her expense to assist the board 
with any communication regarding her hiring 
if she were selected. The board hired her and 
without any outside PR help were able to fashion 
a press release welcoming her to the district. As 
for stakeholder objections, they amounted to just 
a voice or two and the new superintendent is 
now off  and running to a terrifi c start of the new 
school year.

  l Short supply and high demand.
A promising new reality for sitting superinten-
dents seeking a new position is the current prefer-

Kris McDuff y, a senior associate, represented Hazard, Young, Attea and Associates, an executive search fi rm 
based in Schaumburg, Ill., at the 2023 AASA National Conference on Education’s job fair
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ence for experienced superintendents. In most of 
our searches, applicants without previous experi-
ence outnumber those with experience by at least 
3 to 1. Yet nearly every school board rates super-
intendent experience as “strongly preferred.”

Of the six semifi nalists in a recent West Coast 
search, just two had experience as superinten-
dents. One took a job in a nearby district, and 
the other got the job despite an interview that 
arguably was the weakest of the six. Of course, 
this is not the case in every district, and we have 
seen aspiring superintendents selected over sit-
ting superintendents primarily because they 
out-prepared them and they have yet to be in the 
limelight and subject to adverse social media.

Because of this new reality in which sitting 
superintendent applicants are in such short sup-
ply and there is such demand for them, they have 
a distinct advantage provided they adequately 
prepare for the position and present themselves 
to be, as one Colorado school board member put 
it, “hungry, humble and smart.”

The less-promising side of the supply-and-
demand reality is the teacher shortage, especially 
for urban and rural districts. As we conduct our 
engagement interviews, focus groups and forums, 
and administer and analyze thousands of online 
surveys, the ability to “recruit high-quality staff  
and retain our excellent teachers” is always one 
of the top three desired characteristics of the next 
superintendent.

The need for leaders with the proven ability to 
recruit and especially retain great teachers and 
principals has eclipsed the desire for leaders who 
have closed opportunity and achievement gaps, 
led successful bond issues and put the district’s 
fi nances in the black. Having data to demonstrate 
a candidate’s successful retention and hiring of 
excellent teachers — especially teachers of color 
— is a powerful diff erence maker and almost 
guarantees a spot on a slate.

Boards seem to listen especially closely when 
candidates describe how they have reached out 
personally to recruits, how they have taken defi ni-
tive action to support staff  mental health and 
wellness, the extent to which they have created 
teacher leader pathways and what they have done 
to engage boards and parents to authentically 
value the district’s employees.

  l Trauma-informed leadership.
The need for school leadership attuned to trauma 
never has been greater. This stems from the hor-
rendous impact of school shootings and neighbor-
hood gun violence; the relentless attacks on pub-
lic education teachers, librarians and curriculums; 

and the growing problem of student and staff  
depression, self-harm and death by suicide.

While school board members in many districts 
have been aware of the importance of trauma-
informed teaching and learning, the new reality 
is they are clamoring for trauma-informed lead-
ers. They are looking for leaders whose actions 
and behaviors speak far louder than their words. 
Although we have seen numerous candidates who 
are able to talk about being trauma-sensitive lead-
ers or servant leaders, few demonstrate it. Most 
share how many safety drills they have conducted 
and security systems they have implemented, but 
few share actual stories of their compassionate 
leadership following a traumatic event or what 
they actually are doing personally to serve stu-
dents and staff .

One of the most telling screens we advise 
search teams to use is to accompany candidates 
on school tours and simply observe interactions 
with staff , students and parents. The successful 
candidates take time to greet parents and staff , 
ask their names, share a story, exhibit humor and 
humility, listen closely and display warmth, caring 
and curiosity. Likewise, they engage with students 
as people, literally kneeling or crouching down to 
the preschoolers’ level and shaking hands or fi st 
bumping with the older ones all while listening 
intently to them.

As we were debriefi ng with the board and 
representatives from an advisory committee, one 
of the committee members exclaimed, “On the 
tour, she was so real, and it was obvious she cared 
about us. I just met her but feel like we have 
known each other for ever. We can trust her with 
our kids.” Needless to say, she was hired.

Feelings Foremost
While these fi ve new realities may be soon sup-
planted just as instructional leadership and 
operational expertise have been, for now, appli-
cants are well-advised to take them into account 
when seeking a new job. And fi nally, despite these 
current conditions, these wise words still matter 
most: “People may soon forget what you said, but 
they will never forget how you made them feel.”

The successful applicants are those who are 
exceptionally well-prepared on paper and in per-
son and, during their interview, they personally 
connect with the search team, share narratives 
that trump numbers and recount stories of their 
personal impact on the lives of children. ■

MAX MCGEE, a former district and state superintendent, 
is president of Hazard, Young, Attea and Associates in 
Schaumburg, Ill. E-mail: maxmcgee@hyasearch.com
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