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 SITE VISITS 
 
 
A site visit can be a productive step in the superintendent selection process or a waste of time 
and resources.  It depends how it is handled. 
 

Site visits are most useful when the school committee understands the purpose of the visit and had 
thoroughly prepared for it.  Some tips on how to get the most out of the site visit are outlined below.   
 
GOAL/PURPOSE OF THE SITE VISIT 
 

There are two important reasons for the school committee to make a site visit.  First, the 
committee can obtain local perceptions of the candidate's administrative style, educational priorities, and 
management skills.  Second, the site visit provides an opportunity for the committee to validate 
information and impressions obtained from the candidate's supporting papers.  It also prepares the 
committee for a more focused final interview.  Temptations to expand the purpose of the search to include 
an investigation of the private life of the candidate should be resisted.  Such actions may be 
counterproductive and illegal. 
 
OFFER FINALISTS THE OPPORTUNITY 
 

Extend an opportunity to finalist’s to visit your schools and community. Allow them to develop an 
agenda for their visit that will be meaningful to them. Assign someone the responsibility of coordinating 
candidate visits to the district. 
 
BEFORE YOU LEAVE HOME.  .  .  .  . 
 

The success of a site visit is decided in large part by the planning that precedes it.  Some attention 
to the following details will improve the results of the visit. 
 
Preparing for the Interview: 
 
1.    Do not expect too much from a site visit. A short visit cannot produce all of the information that can 
be obtained through background checks.  The committee should make a thorough background check of 
the candidate before visiting his/her district. 
 
2.   Be sure that the candidate is aware of the committee's plan for the site visit.  If possible, try to arrange 
a meeting with the candidate while you are in the district, preferably at the end of the day. 
 
3.   Ask for the candidate's assistance in setting up the site visit agenda.  Obtain a school directory that 
lists all employees and members of the local school committee.  This will allow you to contact additional 
people, other than those scheduled, if time allows. 
 
4.   With the assistance of the candidate, identify people to be interviewed.  Some people should be 
selected because of their special role in the district and others should be selected at random.  It is  
 
 
 



 
important to select a small group representing each of the following:  (a) all major district employee 
groups; (b) current school committee members; and (c) representatives from the community. 
 
5.   Try to have most of the interviews conducted in one location.  It will save considerable time. 
 
6.   Develop a standard set of questions for all interviews and questions that are role specific, i.e., 
for committee members, for teachers, etc. 
 
7.    Plan to be on-site for a full day. 
 
8.   Be prepared to take extensive written notes. No matter how good your memory may be, an exact 
quote may better serve others than your recollection of their comments. 
 
Remember - Background checks, i.e., Criminal Offenders Registry Information (CORI), can only be 
conducted by the employer. That is the responsibility of the school committee. MASC can not and does 
not conduct background checks. 
 
AT THE INTERVIEW 
 

The site visit is basically a series of structured conversations with people who are well acquainted 
with the candidate's qualifications.  Each interview should include a standard set of questions that the 
committee has prepared and the role-specific questions formulated to address the working relationship 
with the candidate.  The standard set of questions will yield a balanced view of the candidate's general 
qualifications, while the role-specific questions will provide a more focused view of the candidate. 
 

The questions below illustrate the general and specific nature of a good mix of questions.  The 
committee should revise these questions to reflect its own concerns and interests. 
 

STANDARD QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED AT ALL INTERVIEWS 
 
1.   What is the candidate's greatest strength as an administrator? 
 
2.   What is the candidate's biggest weakness as an administrator? 
 
3.   What school programs and/or department does the candidate tend to favor? 
 
4.   Identify an unpopular decision that the candidate has made in the past year and describe the 
circumstances? 
 
5.   How does the candidate generate trust in the school system? 
 
6.   Does the candidate place a high priority on student achievement? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ROLE-SPECIFIC QUESTIONS FOR SITE VISITS 
 

    QUESTIONS TO ASK COMMITTEE MEMBERS 
 
1.   How did _________________ help you to be an effective and cohesive committee?  What specific 
things did he/she do that helped you work together, particularly when you faced difficult issues? 
 
 
2.   Did you feel adequately informed as a committee member?  Was information timely and correct?  Did 
you feel comfortable with the time frames allowed and the information received prior to making 
decisions? 
 
3.   How specifically did _______________ go about keeping you informed?  (i.e., phone calls, mail, 
committee chair, etc.) 
 
4.   How did he/she deal with conflict?  Describe a situation that caused conflict that could have (or did) 
end up before the committee.  Explain how ___________________ handled the situation. 
 
5.   How did _________________ deal with disappointments, minor setbacks, or decisions that didn't 
work out well?  Describe a situation in which a decision had to be amended, or in which something that 
was going smoothly ran "aground". 
 
6.   Have you experienced major financial difficulties or lack of local support?  How did he/she work with 
these problems?  Be specific in describing his/her solutions to these problems. 
 
7.   How did ______________ involve the committee in decision-making?  Describe a major decision or 
problem that had to be addressed and explain to us how the superintendent involved you as a committee 
member. 
 
8.   Explain the relationship maintained between the committee chair and superintendent; the 
superintendent and other committee members?  How did he/she deal with situations when he/she knew 
that the committee members would not all agree? 
 
9.   How did ______________ deal with a situation in which most of the committee seriously modified or 
overturned one of his/her decisions? 
 
QUESTIONS TO ASK PRINCIPALS 
 
1.   Do you respect the administrative capabilities of _______________ even if you are not always in 
agreement?  Can you give us some examples of administrative decisions that were difficult but were 
handled effectively by him/her?  What would you list as being his/her greatest administrative/ 
management strengths? 
 
2.  How does ______________ include you as a district administrator in the decision making process?  
Describe a decision or types of decisions that had to be made and explain how you were involved.  How 
specifically did he/she use your strengths to compliment his/her ability? 
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3.   Did you feel you could turn to _________________ for ideas and assistance when you needed help?  
Give us an example. 
 



4.    How did __________________ deal with complaints that came to him/her about activities or staff 
under your direction? 
 
5.  What is your perception of how _________________ is viewed by the community?  ...the teaching 
staff?   ...the support staff? 
 
 
QUESTIONS TO ASK COMMUNITY LEADERS / PTA / ADVISORY GROUPS 
 
1.   In what ways does ________________ make an effort to obtain community and parent input and to 
appropriately involve advisory groups in the decision making process? 
 
2.   As a community member/parent do you feel that you can talk with _______________ and he/she will 
listen?  Can you give some examples of this? 
 
3.   When __________________ or the committee and __________________ have made a decision that 
did not make all community groups happy, do you think it was handled well?  Can you give some 
examples? 
 
4.   Do you believe _________________ is accepted and respected in the community?  Why? 
 
5.   Over the years that ________________ has been here, in what specific ways do you believe he/she 
has really made a difference in the schools? 
 
6.   How do you think _______________ will handle a situation where the community is very divided and 
some groups are in conflict with the schools?  Why do you think this? 
 
 
QUESTIONS TO ASK TEACHERS 
 
1.   What do you consider to be the strengths of ___________________ as an administrator? 
 
2.   Do you believe that ________________ provides teachers the opportunity to be heard or to have a 
voice in the decisions made by the district?  (Ask for examples.)  When _______________ has not agreed 
with requests made by the teachers, do you feel the situations were handled with goodwill on all sides? 
 
3.   What would you identify as being the most significant accomplishments of ________________ 
during his/her time here? 
 
4.   Describe the relationship between ________________ and the bargaining unit.  How would you 
describe the manner in which he/she administers the negotiated agreement (i.e., strict, fair)?  What 
incidents lead you to say this? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



QUESTIONS TO ASK THE SUPERINTENDENT'S SECRETARY 
 
1.   What have you appreciated most about working for this superintendent?  What are his/her greatest 
strengths?  What activities or responsibilities do you feel he/she might not like to do?  What types of 
activities do you assume in your efforts to relieve some of his/her burden? 
 
2.   How would you describe your working relationship with ___________________?  Are his/her 
directions clear?  Does he/she maintain his/her control in difficult situations?  Is he/she "on top" of things 
in the office? 
 
3.   What is your perception of his/her relationship with the rest of the staff?  Can you give examples of 
why you feel this way? 
 
4.   What is your perception of his/her working relationship with the school committee?  In what ways  
could it be improved?  What role do you play directly with the school committee? 
 
 
AFTER THE SITE VISIT 
 

The site visit team should report its assessment of the site visit to the full committee as soon as 
possible.  This may be done in a written report.  Suggestions for follow-up questions at the final interview 
should be included in the report. 
 

 
TIPS ON TELEPHONE REFERENCE CHECKS 

 
1.  Write out the questions you want to ask before you place any calls.  It is easy to get talking and forget 
to ask something important. 
 
2.  Prepare the question carefully.  Ask job-related questions that are significant.  Responses you get to 
vague questions like:  "Was ___________________ a good employee?"  will usually tell you nothing.  Do 
not ask questions that are not job-related. 
 
3.  Avoid "yes" and "no" questions. 
 
4.  Don't ask for only the best examples of accomplishments.  Everyone can achieve a one-time success.  
Don't ask:  "What was the best way _____________ handled a serious parent complaint?"  Instead ask:  
"How did ________________ typically deal with parent complaints?" , "What are some specific 
examples of ways in which he/she dealt with particularly difficult complaints?"  or  "Describe a situation 
that may not have been handled in the best way possible.". 
 
5.  Ask second and third level "Probing" questions if you aren't sure of the first response you get.  "Can 
you give me some specific examples of the skills you describe?"  or "What do you mean when you use the 
phrase "good worker"?". 
 
6.  Read between the lines if someone is very vague or avoids responding to your specific questions.  
There could be a problem.  Try to get the person to be specific.  If that doesn't work, call someone else in 
effort to check deeper. 
 
 
 
 



7.  Always ask if you are talking to the appropriate person.  You may not have called the person who 
really worked most closely with the applicant.  Organization charts and the like don't always identify the 
closest working relationship.  In addition, names of other contact persons will give you back-up 
references if you need them. 
 
8.  Call past employers, not just the current employer.  The current employer may have some reason for 
wanting the applicant to leave and this may distort the answer you receive.  Call the references listed by 
the applicant, but call additional people as well.  A job applicant will naturally list the names of references 
who will be supportive. 
 
9.  Always try to establish a personal connection with the person you are calling.  It makes them feel more 
comfortable in talking with you.  If you can't do this, chat a bit before asking questions.  Try to make the 
person feel comfortable with you. 
 
10.  Ask the person you have called, “If this position were open in your district, would you hire _____  
again?” “Would _____ be your top choice if he were to apply for this job in your district?” If someone 
were to apply for this job in your district?” If someone says, “He/she would be our first choice.”, find out 
why. 
 
11.  Ask about the area in which the person may need additional training or experience. Everyone has area 
in which they need to grow. 
 
12.  Be sure you are in a position to be free of interruptions.  Nothing becomes more disjointed than a  
telephone reference check that is placed  on "hold" several times. 
 
13.  Ask the person about their impressions of your applicant’s relationship with other people in the office 
or work area. “How well did _____ work with his peers? How do you know this? What would the 
secretary and business office staff say about their relationship with _____? Should we call any of these 
people?” 
 
14.  Ask if the applicant generally exhibited good judgment and common sense. Ask why or what it is that 
makes people you are talking to feel the way they do. 
 
15.  Always check references even if you feel absolutely certain you have identified the right person 
through the interview. 
 
Reference checks reveal highly personal information about the candidate. Be clear with the staff and 
public that the school committee and only the school committee is authorized to make such inquiries. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
INDIVIDUALS TO CONSIDER FOR INTERVIEWS 



SAMPLE 
 

Superintendent  
 

(When the candidate is an assistant) 
 

School Committee Members 
 

PTA/PTO President 
 

School Council Co-Chairs 
 

Secretary to the Superintendent/School Committee 
 

Teacher's Union President 
 

Director of Special Education 
 

Athletic Director 
 

Teacher at Each Level 
 

Principal at Each Level 
 

Business Manager 
 

Parents 
 

   Selectman / Town Manager 
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SUPERINTENDENT SELECTION PROCESS:   
VOTING PROTOCOLS 
 
Massachusetts Association of School Committees 
 
VOTING PROCESSES 
 
Following the final interviews, and site visits, the school committee usually proceeds to a vote 
to appoint a superintendent of schools within a reasonable time. 
 
MASC recommends the following process for the election of a superintendent of schools. 
 
At a legally called meeting, once the portion of the agenda appropriate for appointing a 
superintendent of schools is reached, the chair calls for discussion, or it is appropriate for a 
member to propose a motion as follows:   

“I move that we proceed to the discussion related to the superintendency and 
appointment of a superintendent of schools.” 

 
The chair then declares the matter is appropriately before the school committee. At this point, 
the chair may call for a discussion that will include three components, in no particular order: 
• Discussion about the candidate(s). 
• The method of selection/election.1 
• Any special protocols that may be required in more complex settings such as a dual meeting 

of more than one board or an “all-region” body.2 
 

At this point it is also critical that any ambiguities regarding the counting of votes be clarified.3  
Specifically, the number of votes necessary to elect a candidate or to approve an appointment 
by motion must be clear and unambiguous.  To resolve this matter, the chair must declare the 

                                                 
1 Two methods of election/selection are generally used. The “ballot method” allows each member to vote for any 
eligible candidate. The “motion method” allows any member to propose a motion to appoint any eligible candidate.   
 
2 In regional school districts, including those that involve a joint meeting with other school committees under a 
union governance structure, the chair or chairs may wish to explain how the voting procedure works. Since most 
multi-community regions have unique voting structures, you may wish to consult with MASC about the best way 
to explain this to the public or the media.  
 
3 Robert’s Rules requires a majority of those voting (i.e., four members out of seven, or four members out of six). 
However, many school committees have supplemented Robert’s Rules with their by-laws that provide added 
specificity. For example, some districts require a majority of the full membership to approve any motion or 
election involving the expenditure of funds. Thus, a seven member board, with two members absent, must still 
obtain four affirmative votes to make an appointment of a salaried person.  
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number of votes necessary to approve the motion. In particular, the chair must rule on 
whether: 
• A simple majority of the full membership is required, or 
• A majority of the quorum is required, or 
• A majority of those present at the meeting is required, or 
• A supermajority is required. 
 
MASC strongly recommends that the chair declare: 

 “The chair declares that the appointment of the superintendent will require 
___ affirmative votes cast for any candidate.” 

 
Discussion may proceed during which school committee members present their views on the 
candidates and discussion proceeds under the direction of the chair.   
 
Guidelines and Protocols 
 
The Open Meeting Law requires that this discussion take place in public in most circumstances.  

 
Robert’s Rules encourages the chair to recognize each school committee member who seeks the 
floor with preference given to those who have not yet spoken. Once all who wish speak have 
done so, the chair may recognize those wishing to speak again.  Robert’s Rules limits each 
speaker to two opportunities in the same day. However, the chair may recognize individuals as 
often as necessary since cutting off debate on an issue of this importance may be very 
inappropriate.   
 
Generally, the public does not speak at these meetings. Subject to the willingness of the chair 
and the school committee, the chair may recognize members of the public who have requested 
to speak.  Should the chair allow the public to speak, MASC recommends strongly that: 
• Citizens speak only when recognized by the chair. 
• Citizens address the chair and remain on point. 
• Comments be limited to a specific period of time. 
• The school committee not respond to comments. 
 
Voting Selection 

 
Once discussion has concluded, the chair announces either: 

“We will now proceed to determine the method of election of the superintendent,” or, 
if this procedure has already been determined,  
“We will now proceed to the election of a superintendent.”4 

                                                 
4  NOTE:  If the school committee elects to utilize the “ballot method,”  MASC urges that the school committee 
require that all balloting which results in a majority vote to appoint a superintendent will be subject to approval of 
a motion to make the appointment conditional, subject to successful negotiation of a contract of employment. This 
is a critical step since your candidate or school committee may seek provisions the other party is unwilling to 
accept. In such a case, the school committee may wish to rescind the appointment vote and elect another 
candidate.  
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If the method of election has been chosen, the chair announces: 
“The chair will call the roll and each member will announce the name of the 
candidate of his/her choice; at the end of the ballot, I will announce the vote 
and ask if all members have voted or if any member wishes to change his/her 
vote. I will then declare the ballot closed and announce the vote.” 

 
• The chair proceeds to call the roll. 
• The chair announces the number of votes each candidate has received and asks if all 

members wishing to vote have done so or if any members wish to change their vote. 
• The chair announces the vote. If a candidate has received the required majority, the chair 

declares the person elected. 
• The chair should then call for a motion as follows:  

“Moved: that _________ be appointed superintendent of schools for ________ 
subject to the successful negotiation of a contract of employment mutually 
agreeable to the candidate and the school committee and signed by both parties 
or their designees.” 

 
If the motion method of election has been chosen, the chair announces: 

“Is there a motion relative to the election of a superintendent of schools?” 
 

• The chair entertains a motion and calls for a second.  
• The chair calls for debate or discussion as the standard of the committee requires. 
• The chair calls the roll. 
• The chair declares the vote and explains what has happened. 
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WHY DETERMINING THE NUMBER OF VOTES 
NECESSARY TO CONFIRM A VOTE IS A CRITICAL ISSUE 
 
If your rules call for using Robert’s Rules and require a “majority vote”: 
 

A majority vote is normally required to adopt a motion or to elect to office. 
It is defined as “more than half of the votes cast by persons legally entitled to 
vote, excluding blanks or abstentions, at a regular or properly called meeting 
at which a quorum is present.”  

 
 Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised (10th Edition.) p. 387, 1. 7-13. 

 
Unless your rules call for a majority of the full membership, you could be in a position where 
someone abstains and you can appoint someone with less than a traditional majority votes if 
someone abstains. 
 
There may be fewer votes cast than the number of members present, since some may 
choose not to vote – resulting in “abstentions.” Only a majority of those actually voting is 
required. If, for example, there are 10 members present at a meeting, and 4 vote in favor 
of a motion, while three vote against it, the four votes in favor are a majority of the 7 
votes cast, and the motion is therefore adopted.  

 
Under Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, however, plurality votes are not sufficient; 
decisions require a majority vote. Therefore, in an election in which there are three or 
more candidates, if no candidate gets a majority, the vote must be repeated until one of 
them does get a majority.  

 
Also:  in response to the question, “Do abstention votes count?” Robert’s Rules advises: 

 
The phrase “abstention votes” is an oxymoron, an abstention being a refusal to 
vote.  To abstain means to refrain from voting, and, as a consequence, there can 
be no such thing as an “abstention vote.” 
 
In the usual situation, where either a majority vote or a two-thirds vote is 
required, abstentions have absolutely no effect on the outcome of the vote since 
what is required is either a majority or two thirds of the votes cast. On the 
other hand, if the vote required is a majority or two thirds of the members 
present, or a majority or two thirds of the entire membership, an abstention will 
have the same effect as a “no” vote. Even in such a case, however, an abstention 
is not a vote. 
 

Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised In Brief, pp 66-67  
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I. Questions Sorted by Topic 

 
THIS DISTRICT 

 
D.1 Why are you seeking this superintendency?  How do you see your particular skill sets 

working effectively for us and why do your skills match our needs? 

 

D.2 How would you spend your first three months (your first six months) as a superintendent 

in our district and what would your initial priorities be? 

 

D.3 As the new superintendent in our district, what would be your most critical long-range 

objective? 

 

D.4 Give us some experiences that you have had as an administrator and outcomes that came 

from them and explain how they would help us see your potential as a successful 

superintendent. 

 

D.5 How would you develop your plan to prepare for and begin your superintendency?  How 

would you develop your entry plan and prepare for your first few weeks, months or for 

your first year? Whom would you consider to be essential sources of information, critical 

friends and strategic allies? 

 

LEADERSHIP 

 
L.1 How would you describe your leadership style and what particular strengths do you 

believe you will bring to our school system? 

 

L.2 What role do you believe the staff should play in decision making?  How have you 

involved your staff in the decision making process? 

 

L.3 What do you perceive as the superintendent’s role in the community? 

 

L.4 We have all had occasions when we have had to act in a way that is contrary to the 

policy in effect to accomplish something important or critical.  Tell us about a time 

when you did so. 

 

L.5 Tell us about a team that you have built; why you chose the people on your team and 

how you worked together.  If you can, please tell us about a specific project or goal that 

you set out to achieve or complete successfully. 

 

L.6 Describe your leadership philosophy and how you would build leadership capacity at the 

district and school levels in our district. 

 



4 
 

L.7 What are some of the ways that you have raised the confidence of the people with who 

you have worked or the students in your school(s)?  How did you do it? 

 

L.8 We all know about courageous leaders, but have you ever had to be a courageous 

follower in controversial times?  Tell us about it. 

 

L.9 What are the characteristics of good team leaders and good team members that you 

would seek to carry out the work of the district? 

 

L.10 How would you expect to be evaluated as the superintendent?  On what measurements 

would you expect to be “graded” after one year, or at two years or at three years? 

When would be a fair point to evaluate your performance as superintendent? 

 

L.11 How have you or would you go about developing an effective system for monitoring and 

reporting on continuous improvement in our district’s public schools?  

 

L.12 How do you view the role of the school principal, especially in light of the new 

evaluation process?  What do you see as necessary for principals and their schools to 

succeed? 

 

L.13 How much independence would you provide to your department heads and principals in 

selecting their staffs and what would be the role of the superintendent in assessing the 

effectiveness of administration? 

 

MANAGEMENT 

 
M.1 Are you satisfied with your current district’s performance?  Why or why not?  Looking 

back, is there something you should replicate or might have done differently?  Please 

explain. 

 

M.2 How do you judge the performance of the staff members who report to you?  What 

characteristics do you see as distinguishing a better employee from one whose 

performance is simply average?  What can you do to try to make superior staff out of 

average performers? 

 

M.3 What does strong school-based leadership mean to you as an administrative issue and 

learning strategy?  What is the proper balance between school-based management, 

central office supervision and school committee policymaking and oversight? 

 

M.4 Have you had to terminate subordinates because they were ineffective (as opposed to 

insubordinate or violated the law or policy)? How did you do it, what processes did you 

use and what have you learned from these experiences? 

 

M.5 Have you ever had the experience of building a coalition to support an initiative or to 

change the status quo? 
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M.6 What kinds of questions would you ask candidates for principalships that you would 

have to fill?  Also, what kinds of questions would you ask your principals about the 

teachers they bring forward for you to approve hiring on their recommendation? 

a. How much autonomy should a principal have in hiring the people they want? 

b. What would you want principals to think about when they hire candidates? 

c. How do you view the role of advisory committees in the selection of staff at the 

school and district level? 

 

M.7 Tell us about a time when you had to address a crisis that posed serious consequences 

for your district.  What was the crisis and how did you, or you and your colleagues, deal 

with this situation? 

 

M.8 Our district is a multi-million dollar operation and some people want us to run the 

district like a business.  How do you respond to those people? 

 

M.9 Do you have staff with performance problems?  Please give some examples and explain 

what you have done to improve performance or correct the problems. 

 

DECISION MAKING/JUDGEMENT 

 
DM.1 You are proposing a highly controversial program.  The school committee is seemingly 

divided on the issue and a group has formed to oppose the new program.  You strongly 

believe that this new program will be highly beneficial to students.  What steps would 

you take to promote your program? 

 

DM.2 Can you give us two examples of decisions you had to make in the last six months that 

have proved to be good ones?  What influenced your decision?  Why were they good 

decisions?  What were the alternatives? 

 

DM.3 What is the most important decision you have made in the last year or two?  How did 

you go about developing your decision or course of action? What alternatives did you 

consider? 

 

DM.4 Describe your most satisfying and disappointing experience in presenting, securing or 

failing to secure your committee/staff’s support for an idea or proposal.  In the case of a 

disappointment, explain how you feel about it now and describe what you might have 

done differently. 

 

DM.5 What was the best idea you ever presented to your committee – the one you feel 

exemplifies the best in planning, policy, administrative action, etc.  Did the committee 

accept it?  What persuaded them to move as they did or what might you do to continue 

to work with them to accept your recommendation? 
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PERSONAL ATTRIBUTES/STYLE 

 
PA.1 Under what kind of conditions do you work best? 

 

PA.2 We have all had feelings of frustration and impatience when dealing with committees/the 

public.  Tell us about your most recent experience with your committee or the public 

and what you did about it. 

 

PA.3 If your current committee/staff were asked to identify your greatest weakness, what 

would they say?  How do you know they would respond this way? 

 

PA.4 Tell us of an experience in which you felt you gained something important because you 

persisted for a length of time. 

 

PA.5 Describe an experience you had in which you were too persistent?  What happened?  

How could you have improved the outcome? 

 

PA.6 When have you had to go against general feeling of a group with whom you were 

working or recommend a change of current policies to accomplish a goal?  Tell us about 

it. 

 

PA.7 Describe a situation where you had to provide unpleasant news or unpopular 

recommendations to a group of people.  How did you plan for the recommendation and 

what did you do to convince individuals that this action was necessary? 

 

PA.8 Who are your mentors or role models and what did you learn from them that you 

apply to your work? 

 

PA.9 Have you ever dealt with a problem in which opinions were polarized?  (Something akin 

to a question of capital punishment, choice, fundamentalist beliefs, longstanding political 

biases, etc.) What did you do, how did you plan and what did you learn? 

 

PA.10 Decision making is a two-edged sword.  Some situations call for decisiveness right at the 

start, while others involve consensus building.  Tell us about a situation where you were 

decisive and how it worked out for you.  Tell us about a time when you were not 

decisive enough and what you learned from it. 

 

PA.11 Can you describe for us some of your successes of which you are particularly proud? 

How did you achieve these successes and what was your role? 

 

PA.12 With regard to failures, tell us about some occasions when you did not succeed – or in 

something where you actually failed – and what it was and what you learned from it. 

 

PA.13 There are times when you are challenged by a situation where you need to call upon 

every personal skill you have to work it out.  Can you tell us about a situation where 
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you had to use your best skills and judgment to resolve a problem? How can that 

experience help us appreciate your potential as our superintendent? 

 

PA.14 What are the core values that drive you as an educator and what core values would you 

want to see in the staff you hire? 

 

PA.15 What are your primary and strongest personal attributes that you would hope to apply 

to our superintendency? 

 

PA.16 We all have weaknesses.  What have you done to recognize and try to overcome those 

weaknesses that might otherwise make it hard for you to succeed? 

 

PA.17 Tell us about a time when you had to use your judgment to deal with or avert a crisis of 

some kind.  How can that experience help us appreciate your potential as our 

superintendent? 

 

PA.18 What experiences do you have that relate to multi-cultural experiences, especially when 

some cultures have different values from your own?  How do these experiences affect 

the way you work? 

 

PA.19 Please describe a time when you made a significant mistake or proposed something that 

did not work.  What was it and what came of that mistake? 

 

PA.20 Please describe a decision you made that in retrospect you wish you had made 

differently. 

 

Follow up: 

a. How did you come to understand that the decision was problematic? 

b. What would you do differently and why? 

c. What did you do about it and why? 

d. What did you learn from the process/experience? 

 

 

PLANNING & ORGANIZATION 

PO.1 Tell us about a time you had to prepare for an interview or meeting that was important 

to you and what you did to get ready? 

 

PO.2 What organizational changes have you made in the past?  Why did you make the change, 

how did you plan it and what was the outcome? 

 

PO.3 How do you use data?  For example, can you provide us with an example of how you’ve 

used data to make decisions, plan, budget or work with others? 

 

PO.4 Tell us how you organize your day. 
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PO.5 What have you done to prepare yourself for the superintendency?  What are the 

strengths that you bring to the position?  What would be your personal professional 

development plan were you to become our superintendent? 

 
PO.6 How do you determine the success of your district?  How would you define success 

over a short term or over the long run? 

 

PO.7 How did you go about setting objectives for your district last year?  Explain how you 

involved your School Committee and others in doing this. 

 

TEACHING & LEARNING 

 
TL.1 How would you approach the district’s desire to improve and maintain high academic 

achievement? 

 

TL.2 Could you describe for us what the teaching and learning environment might look like in 

our district five or ten years from now? 

 

TL.3 We sometimes hear that all kids can learn, but that not all kids DO learn.  If that’s the 

case, and we know it is, to what extent is their ability to learn and our ability to serve 

them a function of curriculum and good classroom instruction ( or a function of good 

finances; or a function of good facilities) and what can you as superintendent do about 

this to improve the outcome students have? 

 

TL.4 What are some of the core competencies that our students need to master a) before 

they get to high school and b) before they graduate? 

 

TL.5 What are the kinds of things that you want our kindergartners to know twelve years 

from now? 

 

TL.6 How can you, as superintendent, help promote the interests of students if learning and 

student success are functions of: 

a. Curriculum 

b. Physical environment 

c. Emotional safety and security 

d. Teacher competence 

e. District leadership, including working with the school committee 

f. Technology and/or state of the art materials and resources 

g. Community networking and support (i.e.: mobilizing resources of local social 

services, corporate, religious, etc.) 
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CURRICULUM/INSTRUCTION 

 
CI.1 Can you give examples of quality programs and/or educational policies to improve 

quality of instruction that you have implemented in another school district?  Can you 

give us examples of programs that were not successful and describe the course of action 

you took as a result? 

 

CI.2 What is your experience with curriculum development?  How do you implement and 

maintain the curriculum at each level and across all levels? 

 

CI.3 How would you align district preK-12 curriculum in ELA and math to ensure that the 

aligned curriculum is taught in all preK-12 classrooms? 

 

CI.4 How would you hold educators at all levels accountable for delivering effective 

instruction? 

 

CI.5 Tell us about your experience working in the curriculum area that might include 

identifying a need to revise curriculum, implementing a new curriculum or assessing the 

curricula that is already in place.  What did you learn from these experiences and how 

would use what you have learned? 

 

ASSESSMENT/DATA 

 
AD.1 What is the role and value of assessment instruments in a school system today? 

 

AD.2 How would you develop a centralized student assessment program that would be used 

to monitor the progress of all students in meeting state and local learning standards?  

(Most appropriate for large district) 

 

AD.3 As you lead the district, how would you use student performance results to prioritize 

use of resources, including money, technology, facilities and human capital? 

 

AD.4 How would you develop district wide capacity to assess, analyze and monitor student 

performance? 

 

AD.5 What are your views about using student achievement data to evaluate educators? 

 

AD.6 Do you think that “peer evaluation” has potential as a way to assess the performance of 

educators? 
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 MEETING THE NEEDS OF ALL STUDENTS 

 (Including questions addressing specific student populations) 

 
MTN.1 Given the financial limitations as hand, what types of creative ideas might you suggest 

to meet the educational needs of students not being met within the regular budget 

and program? 

 

MTN.2 Special Education is a particular challenge because of the complexity of rules, service 

needs and student and parent concerns.  When you assess the effectiveness of your 

special education programs, what are some of the criteria you use? 

 

MTN.3 Tell us about a problem or challenge you have addressed involving special education 

and how you worked this out. 

 

MTN.4 Given the stress in the lives of young people today and the social, academic and even 

financial pressures they face, how can educators in general and a superintendent, in 

particular, have an impact on the emotional wellbeing of students? 

 

MTN.5 Multi-cultural experiences are much more than just race, language or place of origin.  

What experiences do you have that relate to multi-cultural experiences, especially 

when some cultures have different values from your own?  How do these experiences 

affect the way you work? 

 

MTN.6 How would you develop a program to ensure that highly mobile students have access 

to quality instruction designed to meet their needs? 

 

MTN.7 How would you ensure that the district is providing support and enrichment to LEP 

students who fail to meet or exceed the learning standards? 

 

MTN.8 Tell us about your experience working with children and families who don’t look like 

you or speak the language you do or who do not have the economic advantages you 

do.  How have these experiences shaped your view of public education and its 

mission? 

 

MTN.9 What have you done in your experience to try to make your Special Education 

department work better?  How have you looked at ways to contain costs and how 

have you balanced the needs of students with the fiscal responsibility of the school 

department? 

 

 

MTN.10 How have you responded to individuals who complain that funding the needs of 

special education students are unfair to the other students whose programs have been 

reduced? 
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MTN.11 Have you had to deal with children and families in distressful situations?  Without 

identifying anyone, can you tell us of situations where the social and emotional needs 

of children and their families moved you to action? 

 

MTN.12 Like many school districts in Massachusetts, some of our students, especially those in 

identifies subgroups are struggling to reach proficiency on standardized testing.  Many 

students are not “college ready” and require remediation during their freshman year 

of college.  Tell us how you have or would address these issues. 

 

MTN.13 How do you envision the schools and the school district communicating with the 

people who care for children at home and in the community?  How can the district 

reach out to families in social and economic distress to support their children? 

 

MTN.14 As you plan to close the achievement gap and help all students reach the highest 

possible goals, how do you thing about the social and emotional wellbeing of students? 

 

MTN.15 How do you view the social and emotional wellbeing of children in the context of 

establishing a high performing school population in the decade ahead? 

 

MTN.16 What kind of a relationship should the superintendent have with students in a school 

district of our size? 

 

MTN.17 How do you maintain a close relationship with students and what strategies do you 

use to keep in touch with the realities of daily student life? 

 

 PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
PD.1 How would you develop and sustain a preK-12 comprehensive professional 

development program? 

 

PD.2 Across the different levels of the district, describe how you will know whether 

professional development programs and initiatives have affected the knowledge, skills 

and practices of educators in the district? 

 

PD.3 What can you as superintendent do to help recruit the best and most appropriate 

teachers to want to work here? 

 

PD.4 When you consider how to fill vacancies, what are some of the things you consider in 

making a hire or in working with principals to make the hires at their schools?  How 

much autonomy should a principal have in hiring the people they want? 

a. What would you want principals to think about when they hire their candidates? 

b. Who do you view the role of advisory committees in the selection of staff at the 

school and district level? 
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COMMUNICATIONS 

 
COM.1 How would you build rapport with your administrators?  With teaching staff?  With the 

support staff? 

 

COM.2 How would you work with local municipal officials to generate support and trust for 

the schools? 

 

COM.3 How would you ascertain the public’s perception of the school system and what steps 

would you take to improve or sustain that perception? 

 

COM.4 People who have moved from direct supervision to management often cite the subtle 

differences in having to persuade rather than to direct staff and colleagues to make and 

accept change, address problems or deal with subordinates.  How have you adjusted 

(or, how would you adapt) to having to use persuasion vs. direction at a management 

position. 

 

COM.5 How have you built lines of communication with the various district stakeholders such 

as your leadership team, the faculty, community leaders, business interests and families? 

 

 

PUBLIC RELATIONS 

 
PR.1 What has been your practice for interacting and involving yourself with students, 

parents and the community? 

 

PR.2 Whom do you see as the most critical stakeholders for the public schools in our 

community? 

PR.3 Tell us how you have reached out to build up a community constituency and strengthen 

relationships with the local stakeholders. 

a. Follow-up (if needed):  In particular, could you talk about how you would build a 

line of communications to the municipal leadership and the media. 

 

PR.4 What is your experience dealing with various media who cover your district? 

 

PR.5 Please tell us about a time when you mobilized, or attempted to mobilize the agencies 

and personnel in other parts of the municipal and state social services network to 

support children and families.  How would you go about getting those who do not 

report to you in making the schools successful? 
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SCHOOL COMMITTEE RELATIONS 
 

SCR.1 How do you keep your committee informed?  In particular, what is your strategy 

around issues that are your responsibility but where the School Committee may 

have an interest?  What has been their response and feedback? 

 

SCR.2 How do you go about discerning your committee’s likes or dislikes?  How does 

that influence you? 

 

SCR.3 Describe those occasions when you feel it is necessary to consult your 

committee before taking action. 

 

SCR.4 Describe an incident where you disagreed with your committee.  How was it 

settled? 

 

SCR.5 The roles and responsibilities of school committees and superintendents are 

sometimes clear and sometimes ambiguous.  For example, budget approval vs. 

budget implementation; or personnel policy and finance vs. personnel 

administration; or even dealing with parents and teachers with concerns or 

complaints.  Can you describe some situations where these roles and 

responsibilities have challenged you and how you would work to address them 

were you our superintendent? 

 

SCR.6 What has been your experience working with a school committee and how do 

you see the role of the superintendent as the chief executive officer reporting to 

a committee that is, in fact, a municipal legislature for schools, in leading the 

district? 

 

SCR.7 In your experience how have you (or how would you) deal with the school 

committee on matters where law or policy provide little guidance on authority 

or roles and responsibilities?  For example, how do you see the line of 

demarcation between the policy making role of the committee and the 

administrative responsibilities of the school committee and what you do when 

the lines blur? 

 

SCR.8 What do you envision as the key challenges in communicating with the 

committee? 

 

 

BUDGETING/FINANCIAL 
 

BF.1 What is your role in budget planning and development?  How much involvement 

do you have in financial decisions during the year, once the budget is approved? 
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BF.2 How do you envision the relationship between policy making and the budget 

process? 

 

BF.3 If you needed to make significant changes in a budget in the middle of an 

academic year, how would you go about doing so? 

BF.4 When you prepare your budget for the school committee, how do you go about 

this and what happens before the proposal reaches the committee? 

 

BF.5 How do you advise your staff and school committee about setting budgetary 

priorities in perilous economic times? 

 

BF.6 Have you ever had to convince a committee to do more with less? 

 

BF.7 The citizens in our community demand value for their tax dollars and 

transparency in fiscal accountability.  In this light, tell us about how you have 

ensured that the budget you propose and the financial plan that you oversee as 

approved by the school committee is as compact and efficient as possible?   

a. How do you develop the district budget proposal? 

b. Whose input do you solicit in developing the budget? 

c. What has been your history working with municipal officials like a town 

manager, finance committee, city council or mayor in supporting your 

budget? 

d. What inter-municipal collaborations would your pursue or avoid? 

 

 

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING/RELATIONSHIPS WITH UNIONS 
 

CB.1 Please tell us about the experiences you have had with collective bargaining on 

both management and the teacher side of the table.  What is the best role for 

the superintendent? 

 

CB.2 What kind of advice and guidance would you give to the school committee to 

bargain for strategies to improve student learning? 

 

CB.3 How can we prepare to come to the negotiations table with tactics and 

strategies to use our union contracts in ways that are student centered and 

focus on helping our students grow academically? 

 

CB.4 How do you see the role of the superintendent in collaboration with the school 

committee using the collective bargaining process to promote student 

achievement for a sustainable period of time? 
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CB.5 How do you envision establishing various criteria for educator evaluation given 

that they will apply not only to unionized educators but also to administrators 

including the superintendent? 

CB.6 Districts across Massachusetts have implemented a new educator evaluation 

system.   

a. What do you see as the important challenges we face as a district to 

implement the system? 

b. How can we make this a force for good outcomes? 

 

CB.7 What is the best role of the superintendent in collective bargaining in your 

opinion?  What are your experiences at the bargaining table?  How would you 

propose that we use the bargaining process to promote student achievement as 

well as control our expenses? 

 

ETHICS IN PRACTICE & ADMINISTRATION 
 

EA.1 Sometimes less than honest behavior in organizations is not simply an individual 

response to a situation, but an outcome of organizational dynamics. Less than 

honest behavior can, with the best of intentions, be a result of organizational 

dynamics. In addition, a case can be made that less-than-honest behavior is 

sometimes the most humane, compassionate, and ethical way one can act: 

a. Can you give examples of this in your school district?  Are there situations 

that unduly pressure people in your district? Has the pressure ever been so 

great that unethical practices result? As a superintendent, how could you 

address this kind of situation? 
 

 

EA.2 Describe a situation in which you have benefited from or been hurt by what you 

believe was a less-than-honest practice of another.  How did you handle the 

situation?  Would you do the same thing to or for another person?  Has this 

situation changed the way you work? 

 

EA.3 At times, we all have to deal with situations in our work which we find ethically 

compromising. Tell me about a specific situation in which you have felt ethically 

compromised, or a situation that has left you carrying a very big burden for a 

long time.  What kinds of situations in your work do you find to be ethically 

compromising, or which are “no-win” situations or “damned if you do, damned if 

you don’t” situations? 

 

EA.4 Often while moving into a new job or a new position, a mentor guides a protégé 

in adapting to the new position. Have you ever been guided, mentored, or 

advised regarding “the way we do things where” in a manner that made you feel 

ethically uncomfortable or ethically compromised?  How did you learn to survive 
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in your new culture? Have you ever felt obligated to follow a mentor’s advice 

about which you felt uncomfortable?  

 

a. Follow Up:  How have your experiences guided you in mentoring others or 

how might you use them to establish a mentoring or internship program? 

b. Follow Up:  What kinds of advice would you give to beginning administrators, 

including principals, about how to deal with ethically compromising 

situations? 

 

TECHNOLOGY 
 

TECH.1 How do you feel technology should be applied in or to education?  Has it 

begun to happen in your most recent school district? 

 

TECH.2 What would be your curriculum plan for technology intervention in students’ 

lives? 

 

TECH.3 How would you budget for technology upgrades? 

 

TECH.4 Do you think technology has really changed education beyond the bells and 

whistles that we all see? How do you see our district assessing our technology 

needs and how would you go about looking at a technology plan for our 

future? Who would you involve in that discussion? 

 

BUILDING CONSTRUCTION AND CAPITAL IMPROVEMENTS 
 

BC.1 Can you tell us about any experience you may have planning and renovating or 

rebuilding or how you would approach the critical issues this brings? 

 

STATE LEVEL 
 

BCSL.1 What is your knowledge of the Massachusetts accountability systems and how 

will our measures of proficiency and our state’s standards help or challenge 

you as you undertake our superintendency? 

 

BCSL.2 What is your experience working with your state education department? 

 

BCSL.3 Have you been involved in state level activity related to public education?  How 

would you see yourself representing our district lobbying or participating on 

task forces and working groups?  What issues are of most concern to you? 

 

BCSL.4 Have you ever lobbied for legislation, funding or for an issue?  How do you see 

your role in public policy? 
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II. Model Interview with Annotated Questions 

 

In responding to these questions, please reference your own experiences or be specific to distinguish 

your own experience vs. examples you draw from the work of others. 

 

1. What examples would you offer for effective evaluation processes for teachers and 

administrators that actually work to improve performance and motivate teachers and 

administrators?  How would a process like this be consistent with the current requirements 

of the professional standards, curriculum frameworks, and proper roles and responsibilities? 

In particular, describe a process that would work best, in your opinion, over a reasonable 

period of time. 

 

What to look for in the response: 

• What does the candidate know about evaluations? 

• Has the candidate researched or used innovative models and what made them 

different or effective? 

• Does the candidate have a thorough view of the evaluation process over a period of 

time or years for individuals? 

• Does the candidate demonstrate knowledge of the constructive, remedial, and long 

term benefit of a good process as well as how evaluations can be effective tools for 

coaching people to more effective positions or leaving the district? 

 

 
2. What are your strategies for fostering a positive relationship with the School Committee 

regarding a) making educational policy for the district; b) setting budget priorities and 

formal spending plans; c) engaging in collective bargaining, and d) creating a solid 

administrative and policy making team that supports the district’s goals and objectives? 

 

What to look for: 

Some candidates foolishly explain that their top priority is to builds a solid working 

relationship with the School Committee. This does serious damage to credibility 

because even board members know the highest priority is academic achievement and 

good schools. However, a good response will answer these questions: 

• Does the candidate understand the relationship under Massachusetts Education 

Reform that clarifies policy making (School Committee) with administration 

(Superintendent, Principals, etc.)? 

• Does the candidate understand all the various elements of policy making (e.g., formal 

policy documents, student handbooks, collective bargaining, budgeting, grant writing, 

etc.)?  
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[A knowledgeable candidate will explain to the School Committee that policy is a 

broad area, and there are situations where policy making and administrative lines 

may blur. A good response will explain how a superintendent would respect policy 

making responsibilities, facilitate them, and guide the board away from where it 

shouldn’t be. A candidate who does not appreciate that budgeting, for example, is a 

critical policy task, or that collective bargaining is essentially your personnel policy, 

or that grant applications may include commitments to the district that aren’t always 

obvious, may run into trouble later.  Some superintendent search consultants have 

taken the position that School Committees should not engage in collective 

bargaining but, instead should defer to the superintendent. Probe this carefully. It’s 

one thing to use your expert professionals to deploy their skills in bargaining with 

well represented unions. It’s another to think that School Committees don’t have a 

role. ] 

• Does the superintendent understand that, on occasion, School Committee members 

may overstep their roles vis-à-vis administration? In dealing with this, does the 
candidate use a good strategy for dealing with individual members or groups of 

members to address these transgressions? 

• Does the candidate have a good strategy for speaking with individual members who 

may engage in inappropriate tactics or activities? 
 

3. There are several areas where clear delineation of authority becomes more blurred than 

clear.  For example, several areas touch both policy and administrative operations, and it 

may not be fully clear about where the school committee’s responsibilities end and where 

the administration’s begins.  Give me some examples of how you have worked (in any 

capacity) with your school committees to resolve these potential conflicts? 

 

Potential areas of conflict include: 

o Parents who complain to an elected school committee member who has the 

right and obligation to hear the constituent but not the ability to resolve the 

problem. 

o Collective Bargaining (including impact bargaining) situations where certain items 

being negotiated or grieved may impair the administrator’s legal obligation to 

manage the district or school. 

o Budget and Fiscal Administration where the level of board control varies 

depending upon the level. 

o Working the District Legal Counsel who is employed by the school committee 

but who may serve the superintendent or principals in confidential personnel 

matters not under the jurisdiction of the committee. 

o Confidential Information and informing the school committee of pending issues 

over which they may not have jurisdiction but about which they are likely to 

read in the newspaper before hearing about it from the superintendent. 

o Staff and School Restructuring if there are collective bargaining and budget and 

policy implications. 
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o Problem Principals and Administrators over whom the superintendent has full 

authority but who may generate complaints to the school committee.  

o School Committee Rules of Order that may not please the superintendent. 

 

What to look for: 

• Does the superintendent acknowledge that the lines of authority are not cut and 

dry? 

• Does the superintendent recognize the importance of keeping the school committee 

informed? 

• Does the candidate appreciate the fine line that separates responsibilities and is the 

candidate sympathetic or understanding of the importance of working with the 

board on these situations? 

• How does the candidate see the allocation of power and responsibility and is this 

candidacy a quest for authority as opposed to a desire to advance the district’s 

agenda?  

• How will this candidate view a collaborative relationship with the school committee? 

 

4. There are times when simple intelligence is not enough to resolve a problem. Can you 

describe a complex problem, situation, or crisis that you confronted where you had to 

rely on more than intelligence, but when you had to call upon your other skills and 

abilities for, say, communicating, thinking quickly, working with people, political savvy, 

instincts, academic training, and intellect? 

 

What to look for: 

This is a great question because it allows candidates to show how skillful they are and to 

demonstrate such virtues as tact, discretion, communication skills, fast thinking, 

interpersonal savvy, etc.  Ask for several examples, and let candidates put the question 

off to the end if they need time. You can even alert them to this question, or allow them 

to expand at a subsequent interview. 

• Does the candidate know how to use resources, colleagues, team members, and 

other individuals and appreciate their roles? 

• Is the candidate resourceful? 

• Is the candidate honest and honorable in dealing with problems? 

 

5. How comfortable and knowledgeable are you with the Massachusetts education reform 

structure, the relationships it provides for superintendent/School Committee operations, 

and its various levels of accountability? How would you guide this community as it continues 

to maneuver through a changing period in educational public policy? 
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6. Can you give us some examples of how you have worked with parents (and students) to 

build support for the public schools in your previous positions?  

 

What to look for: 

• Does the candidate have a solid understanding of the law’s specifics and goals for the 

long term? 

• Does the candidate have a good understanding of a communications strategy around 

achievement levels and accountability for when the local press publishes scores (out 

of context)? 

•  
7. Can you give us some examples of how you have worked with parents (and students) to 

build support for the public schools in your previous positions?  

 

What to look for: 

• Does the candidate really respect parents or view them as a necessary nuisance? 

• Is the candidate a good collaborator with community resources? 

• How does the superintendent view the importance of attending to the needs and 

concerns of parents? 

 

8. Can you give us examples of how you have worked with community leaders to build 

support for public schools? 

 

What to look for: 

• Is the candidate a good external communicator? 

• Does the candidate know how to find the key people to meet and find as partners. 

Is the candidate astute at identifying key community partners? 
• Does the candidate think differently about how to deploy community allies? 

• Did the candidate promote the schools or himself/herself with community leaders? 

 

9. Give us some examples of how you have worked with principals to improve their 

performance in the following cases:  a) being instructional leaders; b) improvement of 

administrative performance; c) knowing how to interview and hire good teachers; d) 

working with parents; e) working with faculty and colleagues in the school district. 

 

What to look for:   

• What does the candidate know about instructional leadership? Can the candidate 

offer good strategies? Does the candidate know what works in professional 

development strategies? Does the candidate know how to deploy tactics to improve 

student achievement? 

• How has the candidate interviewed professional educators, aides, or support people 

before? What are some of the questions he/she would ask? What does he/she look 

for in a prospective school district employee?  
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• Does the candidate respect parents? (School Committee members are very astute at 

deducing a candidate’s strength or weakness here.) 

• What does the candidate do to earn respect from district team members? 

 

10. What is your view of the role of the superintendent vis-à-vis the district’s chief financial 

officer? In other words, how do you build a budget, monitor the district’s finances, and 

develop a good reporting system? 

 

What to look for: 

• Does the candidate understand the budget process, or is the candidate 

uncomfortable with it and with financial accountability. 

• Can the candidate be comfortable explaining the district’s budget to the school 

community, the public at large, the city or town’s governing authorities (e.g., Finance 

Committee, Town Administrator, Town Meeting, Mayor, City Manager, or City 

Council) 

 

11. Tell us about your experiences with collective bargaining. Then describe how you view the 

role of the school committee in the various stages of the collective bargaining process.  

(NOTE: Some consultants believe that the school committee should take a minimal role in 

collective bargaining, deferring instead to the superintendent and management team. Some 

School Committees agree while others support an active role for their members. This 

question is also an appropriate one for you to ask your search consultant before inquiring 

of the candidate as it may have influenced the selection of candidates presented to you.) 

 

What to look for: 

• Does the candidate know about collective bargaining? 

• Does the candidate believe the school committee should have a greater or lesser 

role? 

• What process would the candidate use to involve the board in preparing for 

bargaining vs. face to face negotiations, mediation, or the final steps toward a 

contract? 

 

12. What is your recommendation to a school committee member who receives a complaint 

from a parent regarding a school related matter? 

 

What to look for: 

• Does the candidate respect parents who generate complaints? 

• How will the candidate mediate the parental complaints with the need to support 
the administrative team? 

• Does the candidate respect the delicate position in which the school committee 

member sits? 
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• Does the candidate have a good sense of the right of a parent to exercise the right 

to petition elected officials even though they may not have the ability to resolve the 

problems or concerns? 

 

13. In three years, how would you define success for your superintendency? 

 

What to look for: 

This is your candidates’ opportunity to recommend some standards to which they will 

be held and to demonstrate that they have vision.  If the answer is substantive, it will be 

an important guide. If the answer is vague or standard generalities, you must probe for 

specifics. 

• Are the definitions of success realistic? 

• Are these definitions consistent with what you want from your district? 

 

14.  We’ve heard people talk about using “state of the art” curriculum and teaching 

technologies. That means different things to different people. For example, to a medical 

person it means proven research that advances on what we know or that produces better 

outcomes.  Given that teaching and learning has gone on for thousands of years, can we 

really have ‘state of the art’ curriculum or learning tools in our education system. 

What to look for: 

• Does the candidate go beyond a technical response? 

• Can the candidate offer perspective on evolving technologies, theories, and 

trends? 

• Can the candidate defend traditionalism or progressive trends effectively? 

 

15.  We have had people tell us that while “all kids can learn,” not all kids do learn.  If that is a 

function of a) curriculum, or b) teaching competence, or c) the teaching environment, or d) 

something else, please tell us what we can do to help use curriculum/teaching 

competence/teaching environment/something else, to ensure that more kids will learn? 

What to look for: 

• Real knowledge about teaching and learning. 

• Understanding of diverse learning styles. 

• Basics of effective teaching and learning that shows technical knowledge and the 

ability to inspire and motivate students.  

 

 

16.  Please tell us about an important project that was assigned to you, how you handled it, 

challenges you encountered, and the outcome?  What did you learn from this experience 

that will make you a better leader? 
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What to look for: 

• How does one begin to organize around a project? 

• How does one manage other people in planning and executing? 

• Are the lessons valuable ones and are they the right ones? 

 

17.  Tell us about your experiences working with educators who resist your recommendations, 

including veteran educators who were skeptical about your plans. 

What to look for: 

• How does one win over colleagues? 

• Can the candidate make reasonable adaptations, if appropriate? 

• Does one respect the concerns of veterans even if they cannot be 

accommodated? 

 

18.  Please explain to us how a skillful supervisor looks for in a teacher observation and how 

you can guide your subordinates to do this more effectively? 

What to look for: 

• Does the candidate truly understand the elements of teacher evaluation? 

• Does the candidate understand coaching? 

 

19. What professional development would you be seeking for your own professional 

development goals or plans? 

What to look for: 

• What can the candidate tell you about him/herself?  (This would be a great 

opportunity to learn appropriately about the candidate as a person.) 

 

21.  A lot of students tell us that technology is useful to someone, but not to them.  That might 

be because the technology is out of date, or not used effectively. What kinds of technology 

are most effective in your opinion, and why do they work? 

What to look for: 

• Can the candidate make the link between the emerging technologies and student 

achievement in a way that is more than simple admiration for the technological 

innovations? 

• Is the candidate capable of adopting new technologies as they emerge? 

 

22.  How would you explain the Common Core to a room full of parents who might range 

from sophisticated to the curriculum to those who have never heard of it? 
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What to look for: 

• Ability to explain a complex system in a way that the general audience can 

understand. 

• Does the candidate actually understand the common Core and PARCC? 

 

23.  What are the key characteristics you seek when you are assessing an outstanding teacher 

or administrator?   What are some of the characteristics that you have found consistent 

among the most effective educators? 

What to look for: 

• How well does the candidate understand good teaching and good management? 
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III. SCENARIOS FOR CANDIDATE QUESTIONS 

Constituent Complaint 

• Parent Terry Smith, the parent of an eighth grader objects to the teaching technique of 

math teacher Pat Jones. Pat assigns a weekend “problem of the week,” a series of 

progressively difficult brainteasers that require that students to deploy various strategies 

to solve a problem by Monday.  Unfortunately, the teacher refuses to give the answer 

and method for finding it, frustrating some students who cannot find the answer.  

Parents who have been trying to help their children solve the problems note that some 

kids spend hours of weekend time wrestling with the challenge – often failing. Requests 

by parents to share the answers after the fact fall on deaf ears. Things come to a head at 

the PTA meeting when a parent with an advanced degree in math points out that some 

problems pose a challenge for college math majors.  Jones, however, is adamant. He 

responds that “It’s my classroom, and I do what I want. I want the kids to think about 

the problem more than I want them to solve it. It helps me understand their thinking 

process.”  The principal who hired Pat defends the math teacher and explains that it’s 

important for kids to have questions unanswered in their lives.  Parents confront a 

school committee member at the supermarket and explains that their children are 

feeling bad about math and demand that this practice stop. Some of their kids are being 

turned off to math and feel humiliated by the teacher.  The board member calls the 

superintendent and demands that something be done.          

 

Censorship 

• The student “Current Events Club” tries to present a balanced view on the issues its 

takes up. Next week they will discuss the topic “Liberal or Conservative – Which is 

More Effective.” Club Members post a meeting with several web sites that students may 

access for different perspectives on issues. However, one web site links students 

directly to graphic video of live scenes of human torture and the actual beheadings of 

hostages. The principal demands the students remove the offending web link. Students 

demand their “Freedom of Speech” rights to post the full notice. At tonight’s School 

Committee meeting, the subject will be raised at public comment period and action is 

demanded by various factions in the community. 

 

Police in the Schools 

• Following a shouting match with fellow senior Sally Smith, Jane Jones asks her friend, 

senior Cynthia Brown, to beat up Sally for $25. Cynthia accepts the assignment and 

“sucker punches” Sally outside the cafeteria.  Sally, blindsided, doesn’t have time to 

respond before teachers separate them and secure the area. Sally emerges with a sore 

jaw but otherwise without serious harm, but she is very upset. Her parents are called 

and they take her home for the day. Cynthia’s parents are also called to school where 

they and their daughter learn of a five day suspension for fighting. Mr. and Mrs. Smith, 

however, are outraged that this was allowed to happen, especially because they do not 

know why the assault took place. The principal has a very poor relationship with the 
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Chief of Police and, fearing the bad publicity, explains to the Smiths that he will 

investigate himself before going to the local authorities.  When they hear nothing for 

three days, the Smiths file a criminal complaint with the local police. The local reporter 

is “tipped off” and finds the complaint on the police blotter. It is a lead story in the local 

weekly’s next edition several days later. That’s where the School Committee learns 

about it.  Assess this situation. 

 

Public Relations Crisis 

• Using the school district as an out-of-context example for political purposes, and after 

recklessly misinterpreting MCAS test data, a candidate for the legislature calls for higher 

standards, less every district end up “like another (your community).”  Those with a 

solid foundation for No Child Left Behind and MCAS testing understand that this claim 

is false, if not slanderous, but the public’s complexity tolerance is very low. What can 

you do in this situation? 

 

School Budget on Municipal Election 

• You’ve just settled the union contracts and they’re set for the next three years with 

raises of 1% in each year; but you’ll need a Proposition 2 ½ override to fund what you 

need in order to avoid severe program cuts. A critic of the schools claims that you’ve 

“given the teachers a 12% raise.”)  It’s time to respond, but what would you do? 

 

(What the critic doesn’t explain is that he has compared the salary of an entry level teacher in 

2010 with that same hypothetical teacher in 2013, after three years of step increases, 

attainment of a new Master’s degree plus additional graduate training, plus taking on a new 

stipended-curricular coaching position.)  

Charter School Decides to Recruit Your Students 

• A group of parents who are dissatisfied with the schools organizes an effort to establish 

a charter school in (your community). They recruit an experienced charter school 

consultant, do their homework, speak with community members and prepare their 

application to the Board of Education which will is expected to approve it.  Every 

student the charter enrolls will mean the loss of thousands of dollars in state aid to 

(your community) public schools. What would you do? 

 

A Death in the School Family 

• A student dies from an adverse reaction to drugs purchased from a school-based dealer.  

Some demand a crackdown and heightened security, plus police presence in the building. 
They demand that students be questioned, lockers be searched, and students be 

subjected to drug sniffing dogs. Others argue for a more cautious, sensitive approach 

and want to focus on the needs of students sharing the trauma of the loss.  
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• A popular teacher is killed in an unfortunate accident and the school family must come 

together to help everyone. 

 

Union Pickets the Home of Board Members 

• Teacher union negotiations have broken down. The issues are over economics and the 

inability of the district to provide the desired package. To pressure the School 

Committee, union members vote to picket the homes of board members. Some of the 

members with young children are concerned that their children will be traumatized, 
their neighbors annoyed, and their families harassed. The strike vote is scheduled for 

Thursday, and today is Tuesday. Picketing will begin after school.  

 

The Strike Deadline has Passed 

• The strike has begun and teachers have voted on Thursday afternoon to stay home until 
agreement is reached on a new contract. Some parents offer to cover classrooms. 

Others demand the striking teachers be fired. The board members whose homes were 

picketed are most adamant that the board not cave in to the union. 

 

Obnoxious, Persistent Reporter 

A student has complained to police that he/she was harassed in a locker room by members of 

his/her lacrosse team. The abuse included pushing, hazing, verbal taunting, and, possibly actions 

with sexual overtones. The parents of the alleged victim want a criminal complaint issued and 

investigated. The alleged victim is a juvenile and the perpetrators may also be juveniles.  A local 

reporter gets wind of the story from student sources inside the school and has some names of 

involved persons.  You’ve had a mixed relationship with this paper. The reporter contacts the 

superintendent with some of the following questions: 

o Can you confirm that it was the lacrosse team? 

o Has the school department issued the appropriate mandated reports on the 

victims? 

o We’re told this has happened before so what can you tell us? 

o If you stonewall us, we’ll report that as well because we think some of the 

students are not eligible for protection as juvenile sources? 

 

What are some of the things you think about as superintendent, and how do you 

respond? 
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Parents Intervene for Sanctioned Students 

• Your high school has a National Honor Society chapter that admits students who meet 

specified high academic achievement of 3.5 GPA on a 4.0 scale. Before being admitted to 

NHS, students must be evaluated by a faculty review panel that will also consider 

community and school service, integrity, and character criteria. Of the thirty students 

who met the academic requirements for admission in the junior year, five were not 

recommended by the faculty screening committee for membership, meaning they will 

not be able to include NHS in their college applications.  

 

Parents of these five students appeal to the School Committee to have the decision 

overturned.  

o How do you advise the school committee prior to the meeting? 

o What do you do to prepare for the meeting? 

 

Redistricting 

• You realize that the student enrollment is shifting.  You know that you will greatly alleviate 

budget pressures and balance the student population more equitably among the schools if 

you redistrict the elementary children. 

 

How would you begin to address this theoretical question, and redistrict the schools, 

knowing the following? 

Parents, generally do not like to change schools and disrupt the children’s' routines and 

relationships associated with a move. 

One of the schools is very new and one is very old.  Yet students will be leaving and going 

into each under any new plan. 

 

Ethical Situation 

A student, using a small camera, recorded a teacher and then played the recording on YouTube 

complete with inappropriate commentary.   The film is clean and the teacher is acting 

appropriately, but the comments are derogatory - but not obscene.  What action would you 

take as superintendent? 
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Curriculum, Teaching and School Management 1 

This question could be provided ahead of time.  

Parent Terry Smith, the parent of an eighth grader objects to the teaching technique of math 

teacher Pat Jones.  Pat assigns a weekend “problem of the week,” over the year - a series of 

progressively difficult brainteasers that require that students to deploy various strategies to 

solve a math problem by Monday.   

However, if no student can solve the problem and explain the method to the class, the teacher 

refuses to give the answer or a method for finding it.  

Parents who have been trying to help their children solve the problems note that some kids 

spend hours of weekend time wrestling with the challenge – often failing. Requests by parents 

to give the answers and method to the students later on fall on deaf ears.  

Things come to a head at the PTA meeting when a parent with an advanced degree in math 

points out that some problems pose a challenge for college math majors and failing to give 

answers builds esteem problems for students, especially girls who are stereotyped unfairly as 

not ready for math.  

Teacher Jones, however, is adamant. He responds that “It’s my classroom, and I do what I 

want.”  The principal who hired Pat defends the math teacher and explains that it’s important 

for kids to recognize the role of unanswered questions in their lives.  

Parents confront a school committee member at the supermarket and demand that this 

practice stop. Some of their kids are being turned off to math and feel humiliated by the 

teacher.  The board member calls the superintendent and demands that something be done.      

  

 
1 This is a real situation from an actual Massachusetts school.  It poses several layers of questions around things 
like appropriate teaching styles, management of teachers, supervision of principals, intervention by the 
superintendent, and how one deals with a runaway teacher who rejects supervision.   Or, it could be about a 
thoughtful teacher who challenges students.  
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IV. SAMPLE OF SOME SITE VISIT QUESTIONS ASKED BY 

SCHOOL COMMITTEES 

(Questions should be identified for appropriate persons. Not 

all questions should be asked to all interviewees.) 

 

1. In what capacity and for how long did you work with the candidate?   

 

2.  Please summarize what you believe are the candidate's major strengths and weaknesses?  

 

3.  As in every school district, there must have been issues (i.e. staff, parent grievances, or performance 

problems) that developed in one school or another over the years.  Was the candidate quick to identify 

these issues?  Was the candidate quick to resolve these issues? Or did she/he tend to avoid 

confrontation, therefore allowing issues to fester and grow?  Describe how she/he would bring these 

issues to resolution.  Give a couple of examples?   

 

4. Describe the candidate's leadership style.  Describe his management and supervision styles? (This is a 

particularly important question to ask of superiors and direct-report subordinates.)  

People aren’t usually objective about their kids, their neighborhoods, their schools or their jobs.  

Sometimes a leader has to tell people things they don’t want to hear, or say “no” to requests 

from people who believe they deserve what they seek, or take an action that makes some 

parents or teachers unhappy or feeling the decision is unfair.    How has the candidate handled 

situations like this? 

 

5. How did the candidate handle parent complaints, including those complaints that parents make to 

school committee members before they use the official “chain of command”?  Does she/he have an 

open door policy?  How often did complaints make it all the way to the School Committee?  How many 

grievances were filed during the candidate's superintendency and what does this volume tell us?   

 

6.  How did the candidate go about building the school budget?  Who did she/he involve in the 

process?  How did she/he prioritize?  How well did she/he present his budget and sell it to the 

community, including the municipal officials?  (This question is particularly important for principals, 

staff, town manager or mayor, and Finance Committee members in towns.)  

 

7.  When a problem would arise, how does the candidate go about dealing with it?  How does the 

candidate think about the situation and plan to resolve it?   

How did the candidate perform under fire?  Describe situations when he had to do so?  How did 

he do during the town's override battles?  
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8.  How would the candidate handle an underperforming or troublesome employee?  Would she/he let 

the situation continue or resolve it early?  Is she/he tough when he has to be?  

 

9. If the candidate gets the job, he may have an experienced staff member who also sought the 

superintendency as an internal candidate.  How do you think the candidate would handle that 

situation?   Do you think he will succeed in keeping this subordinate and work effectively with this 

person?  

 

10. How was the candidate perceived by the community, by employees, or by the School Committee, 

the town manager, or Finance Committee?  

 

11. Did the candidate tend to give greater priority or emphasis to special needs students, average 

students, or advanced learners?  Or did she/he balance his priorities, efforts, and initiatives across all 

three groups?  Give specific examples of things he initiated for each group?  

 

12.  How did the candidate go about improving academic performance?  

13. How savvy is the candidate in dealing with the media? 

14. How has the candidate handled relationships with the police and managed the police/school liaison 

function? 

15. “Control” is a very important element of managing school districts. How does the candidate manage 

to be in control with or without being overly “controlling”?  Or is control a problem with the candidate’s 

administrative style? 

16. If we hire the candidate, what will we be saying about that decision 5 years from now? 

 

Not every question was asked of every person.  You'll find that the sessions go quickly.  Certain 

questions were more applicable to certain people.  However, this covers just about the entire range of 

questions.  I hope it helps. 
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V. WHAT MENTORS ADVISE CANDIDATES PRIOR TO THEIR 

INTERVIEWS 

The following points were developed by individuals who guide superintendent candidates through the search 

process. 

THE FIRST COMMANDMENT OF PUBLIC MEETINGS AND INTERVIEWS: 

“Brief is Good” 

1. Above all, demonstrate that you have a commitment to the children of the public schools. Many candidates 
bring superior skills to the interview process: administrative talents, legal acumen, budget knowledge, analytic 
capabilities, and even vision. But do you care about kids and do you have a passion for making their education 
a fulfilling experience?  Many good candidates are brilliant and talented, but, if they do not communicate their 
love of children and a commitment to the mission of educating them, the interviewers may see you as more 
ambitious than caring, and more concerned with authority, power, and a higher average salary for pension 
purposes: and they might be right.  

 

2. Do not underestimate the intelligence of the school committee members. They are elected officials who are 
almost always very skilled at relating to other people, sensing nuance, seeing through rhetoric, and 
appreciating their own district’s best interests.  If you are meeting with a search committee, the same caveats 
apply. Moreover, some search committee members hope to serve on the School Committee, so consider them 
as your potential future employers.   

 

3. It is always helpful to know who’s in the room. Some school committee and search committee members are 
expert at educational issues. Many are teachers, principals, college faculty and might know more than on 
some topics than the superintendent they seek. Others often have strong background in several professional 
areas.  Moreover, most are parents who have experience with the public schools.  

 

4. Remember that School Board members sense “bull” right away when candidates get careless with the truth, 
exaggerate, pander, or revert to clichés and other stereotypical comments.  Be sensitive to that.  They are 
more likely to tune out if they feel they are wasting intellectual energy during an interview. 
 

For example, when citing what you might have as your priorities, the most foolish thing you can do is to tell 

them that your relationship with the board is your highest priority. You will lose credibility at once if you do 

that.  The next most foolish thing you can do is to start with the buzzwords and “insider” lingo of education 

that will alienate your interviewers. 

 

5. As a style point, be controlled, but don’t hide your enthusiasm for students or public education. School Board 
members sense that public education is under assault and a superintendent who wants to help them fight for 
public schools will earn respect.  

 

 

6. Be attentive to the board at all times during an interview and subsequent discussion. Show confidence 
without arrogance (which shows through in candidates better than they can hide it).  Demonstrate that you 
are a serious person who can also laugh and be light when it’s appropriate, but not someone who looks more 
for fun than work. (Often candidates turn into comedians. It’s fun, but they don’t go to the second round.) 
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7. A special skill that is invaluable is to be brilliant, yet modest, understandable and personable, rather than 
having to let the board know you’re smarter than they are. Most board members don’t have Ed.Ds (and even 
more aren’t necessarily as impressed with the academic credentialing as the academics are themselves). 
Board members who didn’t go to college can turn off very quickly if you must be known as Dr. ____.  After all, 
whose appendix did you take out? 

 

8. Identify some talking points that clearly distinguish you from others because they show you really know what 
you’re talking about and that you’ve studied more than one approach to a problem. Quality candidates are in 
very short supply, and even some of the good ones don’t have a personality, demonstrate intellect, or give a 
good reason.  Here are some of those critical areas: 

 

• Teacher Recruitment.  Successful candidates can tell stories of how they push principals and department 
heads to keep trying until they get an educator they really want, rather than the best of a mediocre crop 
of candidates.  Others describe outstanding hiring decisions that were both academically and strategically 
effective – like the mathematician who had outstanding communication skills for reaching to the youngest 
as well as the oldest students.  

 

• Teacher Evaluation. Most answers here are full of clichés and sound the same. Try to identify some angles 
that are both unique and reflect that you’ve studied this question. Among the more creative answers that 
have worked well are: 
- Those who talk about “the work being done to evaluate teachers both as individuals and as part of a 

team evaluation process so that teachers are accountable both for themselves and as a group.”   
- Responses demonstrating that the evaluation process can be one way to tell teachers that they’re 

doing a great job as well as a vehicle for constructive improvement (or intense remediation for 
failure). 

- Responses that show how to use testing data appropriately to identify teachers who need extra 
support.  

- Ones that appreciate how much teachers need support and encouragement. It’s a tough job. 
 

• Special Education.  This is a very sensitive issue, and if you don’t know it, don’t try to fake it.  Many board 
members ran for office because of a special education concern. 

 

• Education Reform and Critical Public Policy Questions. Demonstrate that you have a thorough 
understanding of Education Reform and the financing side as it has evolved to include various federal 
initiatives and issues (i.e., Adequate Yearly Progress; Race to the Top; Massachusetts’s 2010 Education 
Reform II statute). Show that you know that the system includes standards, accountability measures for 
teachers, students, schools, and school districts. That it is very complex and defies a simple explanation.  

 

 In particular, make sure you can explain state governance laws, appreciate good theory on board roles 

and responsibilities, and show respect for the School Board at the same time. There are many gray areas 

in law or in practice where the law or good practice would exclude school board involvement. Some 

superintendents finesse this, or guide boards through it, while others ignore the need to collaborate with 

the board until they get caught. It’s important to identify those areas where there is less black and white 

than gray:  collective bargaining, grievance remediation, addressing budgetary line items, dealing with 

parents, etc.  Yes, you may have the power, but it’s the board that has to face the people in the coffee 

shop, PTA meetings, town meetings, and in the media. 
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Also on the financing side, make sure they know that you know that the “Foundation Budget” concept 
employed in many states is simply the way the state tries to establish a base for funding districts.  Explain that, 
totally separate from the Foundation Budget is the state’s reimbursement formula for disbursing the aid and 
that the real solution to the reimbursement shortage is: a) greater state allocation; b) an equitable state 
formula that incorporates special education student needs; c) holds harmless districts with declining 
enrollment and gives every district a per pupil base set to inflation; and d) better state funding for school 
building assistance and SPED. 

• Curriculum. Everyone seems to have to answer an obligatory question(s) on curriculum. Good 
responses have referenced the state frameworks as a very helpful outline where districts can fill in 
the specifics. Note that the state accountability system (Regents, MCAS, etc.)  can play a valuable, 
appropriate role in measuring how well your district may be aligned with the Frameworks, but also 
that districts must work carefully to secure a thorough curriculum into which teachers and principals 
buy in.  The superintendent has to work closely with principals to make sure they understand just 
how important a solid, aligned, and defensible curriculum is.  Also, demonstrate good strategies that 
develop and revise curriculum, including using the evaluation tool to make sure that people 
contribute to the curriculum development process and meet the goals they set. 

 

• School Committee Roles.  The board members are your partners. Don’t threaten them with best 
practice theory or state reform legislation, or discourage them from coming to the superintendent 
with legitimate concerns from their parent/neighbors.  A very good response to this question was 
that “the School Board’s role as the principal policy maker is incredibly powerful. The Board can set 
the standards and hold us to them; they can establish our operating policies and hold the 
superintendent accountable; they can use the budget making process not only to set financial 
parameters, but to set the appropriate policy to go with it. Their role is usually underappreciated, but 
significant.”   
Also, make sure that they know that you know that the board’s job is the toughest role in American 
elective politics. You respond to the citizens at their very grassroots, the ones that lead up to their 
doors.  

• Budget Development.  Give some concrete experiences about how you’ve conceived, developed, and 
implemented a budget in collaboration with various boards and superintendents.  Many 
superintendents get into trouble by handling the politics of budget issues poorly. 

 

9. Be able to explain your leadership style and your ability to collaborate without being controlling.  School 
Committee members are particularly sensitive to the “controlling” personality and want to be sure that their 
superintendent will facilitate full discussion by sharing information, allow the board plenty of time to consider 
and make informed decisions, and make people feel empowered. 

 

10. Demonstrate a genuine respect for parents in terms of being accessible to them, a recognition that while 
they’re single issue constituents (i.e., their children), they are also invaluable advocates to the community at 
large. If you can’t give examples, offer ideas. 

 

 

11. Demonstrate that you know how to build a constituency for the public schools by: 
 

• Understanding how to incorporate School Board members into the communications strategy.  
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• Demonstrating that you would not turn the school system into your personal show, but use everyone as 
part of the school/community communications team. 

• Cultivating the people who cover your community with accurate information. 

• Being an ambassador and “cheer leader” for the public schools. 

• BEING UBIQUITOUS: attending community events, meeting with parents, contacting community business 
people (Rotary, Kiwanis, etc.), getting to know religious leaders, etc. 

• Linking with local and legislative leaders. (Know the local legislators’ names and something about them. 
Meet them if you can.) 

 

12. Be credible about why you want to make a job change, if you’re coming from a current superintendency. Be 
truthful and explain anything that might appear to be a bad situation. (Don’t blame the school board, because 
if you blamed your past employers, you’ll be just as predisposed to blaming the next one – and the 
prospective next one knows it.) 

 

Legitimate and credible reasons for change include: 

• A professional advancement. 

• The outstanding opportunity posed by the hiring district. 

• A change in your previous board’s philosophy. 

• You had to “fall on your sword” because the financial situation was bad or someone you hired messed up.  

• A desire to get closer to home or to relocate to a specific location.  

• A desire to deploy your education and training more effectively. 

• Your district no longer needs the special skills you brought (new buildings are complete, curricula are 
implemented, restructuring is in place, new financial system is now working, etc.) 

 

12. Practice responding to difficult questions and go over them again and again, and again until you’re 
comfortable with the tone, text, and content.  (That’s why we have long walks and drives.)  You don’t want to 
be perceived as reciting a memorized response – it never works and the interviewers will know it immediately.  
By working on your responses, you will have command of the talking points and intellectual arguments and 
will be able to explain them clearly. 

 

 

A closing thought: 

 

Mary B. Newman, a distinguished Massachusetts legislator who was respected on both sides of the aisle, 

always evaluated her colleagues in government by posing three sets of questions: 

 

1. Who is this person?  What formed the person’s background, values, and standards? What in this 
person’s background will tell me that he/she is a good person whom I can trust and whom others 
can depend upon to act in the public interest and not one’s own? 

 

2. How does this person think? How does this person tackle a problem?  Is there a clear thought 
process that uses many criteria and avoids biases that get in the way of sound judgment?  Does 
this person use others to plan and implement? 
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3. Finally, if I had a problem, would this person care about me?  
 

In your interview, try to draw out clear responses from the candidate. 

 

If you are being interviewed, demonstrate what a quality candidate you are; how you value good 

judgment, teamwork, and collaboration; and not only how you want to make things better for the 

community, but also that you care about individuals and their needs. 
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VII. WHAT YOU MAY ASK AND WHAT YOU MAY NOT  

ASK OF CANDIDATES FOR SUPERINTENDENT 

AREA OF INQUIRY  LIMITATIONS ON QUESTIONING 

 

EDUCATION You should not ask about a candidate’s education as a means to 

ascertain age.   

 You may ask about schools attended, confirmation (but not year) of 

graduation, work experience, references. 

RACE or COLOR Questions about race are not allowed and photographs may not be 

solicited. 

RELIGION Questions about religion are not allowed.   

 You may ask if a candidate can meet your attendance requirements 

including weekend or evening meetings as long as they are not 

designed to ascertain religious information.  

AGE Inquiry about age, including date of birth, is not allowed. 

SEX Generally no questions are allowed. 

 

SEXUAL ORIENTATION Questions, including those about relationships or living arrangements, 

including marital status, are not allowed.  

HEALTH STATUS Questions about height and weight may not be asked. 

HANDICAP or DISABILITY Specific questions about whether a candidate has: 

o a disability,  
o received Workers’ Compensation,  
o been in a hospital,  
o been treated for a mental health condition, 
o addicted to or treated for drug abuse or alcoholism, 
o been in or completed a rehabilitation for drugs or alcohol, 
o been absent from work because of illness.   
o You may ask about a previous attendance record at other jobs 

without referencing illness.  
o  
NOTE:  if a candidate offers information on an illness or disability, you 

may not inquire as to the kind, severity, ongoing treatment or likelihood 

of recovery. 
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You may not ask the candidate to take a physical examination prior to 

making a job offer.  You may, after a position has been offered, require 

a physical exam to ensure that the candidate will be able to fulfill the 

job requirements.  

NATIONAL ORIGIN Place of birth, original home of parents, ancestry or ethnicity of 

applicant or parents.   

 You may ask if the candidate may legally work in the USA. 

 

MILITARY SERVICE You may not inquire about service connected disabilities, the nature of 

military discharge, foreign service, draft status or reserve status.  

 You may ask if a candidate is a military veteran and about military 

service history. 

RESIDENCE Questions about living arrangements, ownership or renting are not 

allowed.  You may ask if a candidate would be willing to move into the 

district.  

 

 

CRIMINAL RECORDS You may not ask about arrests, detention, or case disposition where 

there is no conviction.  

 You may not ask about first convictions for misdemeanors (i.e., 

drunkenness, speeding, minor traffic violations, disturbing the peace). 

 You may not inquire of convictions for any misdemeanors within the 

last five years.   

 You may ask the following questions: 

o Have you ever been convicted of a felony? 
o (Excluding those listed above), have you been 

convicted of a misdemeanor within the last five years? 

o Excluding misdemeanors listed above, have you 

completed a period of incarceration within the past 

five years for any misdemeanor? 

 

All school employees who have unsupervised contact with students, including the superintendent, 

must submit to a criminal records check every three years. 

In Massachusetts it is illegal to administer a polygraph (Lie Detector) to an employee or 

candidate.  
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