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An Introduction and Overview of the Search Process

The Division Head Search:
An Introduction and an Overview
What you need to know now:



Roles and Responsibilities



How the Process Will Unfold

All of us at Wickenden Associates are delighted that we have been retained to conduct
your search. We are eager to work with you and your colleagues to find an outstanding
Division Head. This manual is our attempt to guide the Search Committee step by step
through a process that can sometimes be complex and challenging.
Our intent is not to be proscriptive; rather, it is our hope that by sharing with you our
experience with practices that have worked well – and approaches that have created
problems – we can make this process both rewarding and highly successful.
Let’s get started!
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Roles and Responsibilities
Ultimately, the appointment of a Division Head is the Head of School’s responsibility.
Heads vary widely in their preferences regarding the search process and the role of the
Search Committee. Some Heads prefer to be actively engaged in evaluating candidates
throughout the process, while others delegate more of the decision-making to the
Search Committee.

We advise the Head of School and the Search Chair to discuss and
define the Search Committee’s role prior to the launch of the search.
Search Committee members should begin the process with a clear
understanding of the job they are being asked to do!

THE ROLE OF
WICKENDEN
ASSOCIATES

Wickenden Associates looks forward to a productive and enjoyable partnership with the
Search Committee and other members of the school family who will be engaged in one
way or another in the search process. Here is a brief outline of the division of
responsibilities you can expect.

We will assume primary responsibility in the following areas:
•

Honest feedback to the committee based upon our own research about the
school’s strengths and challenges, as well as any particular issues that might
affect the search.

•

Management of web-based survey instruments for gathering input from the
school community at the beginning of the search and during the finalist visits.

•

Development and distribution of recruitment materials, including our
comprehensive Opportunity Statement and advertisements.

•

Administrative support, including providing information to potential candidates,
scheduling the semifinalist interviews and tours of the school, and fielding
questions at every stage of the process.

•

Development of a unique pool of candidates based on criteria set by the Search
Committee, following up on referrals from within the school community and
making full use of our extensive database and network of contacts.

•

Presentation of the written credentials of recommended candidates to the
Search Committee and facilitation of the meeting at which the Search
Committee will choose semifinalists.

•

Facilitation of the interviews of semifinalists, providing feedback and advice
during the interviewing and decision-making processes.

•

Comprehensive reference checks of finalists and compensation information.

•

Periodic updates throughout the search process.
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In addition to developing a close working relationship with your lead consultant(s), you
will be supported throughout the search by various members of the Wickenden team,
including our Search Coordinator, our Director of Publications and Research, and the
associates who may be assisting the lead consultants in reference checking. As
administrative managers, technical experts, and seasoned advisers, all of us at
Wickenden Associates are committed to providing valuable structure and direction for
the search. But these are truly support services, whose ultimate value will be determined
by the quality of the work performed by the Search Committee.
THE ROLE OF
THE SEARCH
COMMITTEE

Serving as a Search Committee member can be both rewarding and demanding. The
Search Committee has five key responsibilities:
1.

Help us to define as specifically as possible the nature of the job the Division
Head will be asked to do as well as the professional and personal attributes
s/he ideally should possess.

2.

Rigorously evaluate the candidates – on paper and in person – to identify those
who best fit the school’s culture and needs at this time.

3.

Affirmatively recruit promising candidates and their families by ensuring that
they are warmly welcomed, treated with respect throughout the process, and
well informed about the most appealing aspects of the opportunity and the
community.

4.

Make a recommendation to the Head of School.

5.

Appropriately inform and engage the school community throughout the search.

At several pivotal points in the search, it will be vitally important that
you make time in your schedule for the essential meetings at which key
decisions will be made.
During our initial information-gathering visit to the school, we will meet with the Search
Committee to set a calendar so that you can reserve these important dates well in
advance.
As the process unfolds, you will be asked to digest and respond to a great deal of
written material, including the draft Opportunity Statement and feedback from the
school community; application materials supplied by the candidates; interview reports
and reference checks conducted by Wickenden Associates; and evaluations of the
finalists provided by those who meet with them.
The Balancing Act
At each stage of the search, committee members must balance competing needs and
interests:
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•

The need to evaluate honestly the school’s present condition and challenges
against the desire to present the job opportunity to candidates in the most
positive light.

•

The need to “sell the opportunity” to strong candidates (and their spouses, if
applicable) while at the same time rigorously assessing their suitability for the
position.

•

The desire within the committee to reach consensus, sometimes in the face of
widely varying perspectives about the school’s needs and the candidates’
relative strengths.

THE ROLE OF
THE COMMITTEE
CHAIR

Wickenden Associates has had the privilege of working with hundreds of Search Chairs,
and we remain awed by the breadth of their contributions and the depth of their
commitment to their schools. Leading a search is not easy. The best Chairs promote an
atmosphere of mutual respect among Search Committee members and set the
expectation that all will respect the confidentiality of the process and subordinate
personal agendas to the greater good of the school. They manage complex meetings
effectively, balancing opportunities for all to contribute with the need to make
decisions. They project an air of openness to the school community and warmth to
invited candidates.
We have worked successfully with Chairs who have a great deal of time to commit to
the process and Chairs who juggle many other professional and personal obligations.
Depending upon the Chair’s skills and availability, s/he will want to allow time for – or
specifically delegate to someone else – the following:
•

Ensuring that periodic communications from the committee to the community
are both professional and timely.

•

Coordinating with the Head of School on issues that require his or her input
and ensuring that the Head is regularly updated on the progress of the search.

•

Managing the day-to-day coordination and communications with Wickenden
Associates related to our initial visit, editing of the Opportunity Statement,
Search Committee meetings, scheduling of candidate interviews, etc.

While we will do everything we can to reduce the administrative burden placed on the
school, there are many details – requests for data, meeting scheduling, decisions about
candidate accommodations, etc. – that will require the attention of someone who is well
organized and knows how the school works.

A WORD ABOUT
CONFIDENTIALITY

As a Search Committee member, you may be approached by members of the school
community and others who are interested in the progress of the search. Some will have
heard rumors about who is applying for the position and will be seeking confirmation.
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Faculty members serving on the Search Committee will be particularly vulnerable to
colleagues looking for information about candidates; they should be prepared to
respond to persistent questioning and requests for updates with polite but neutral
comments that do not violate confidentiality.
Those who reach the finalist stage, on the other hand, should not expect their
candidacies to remain confidential in the face of extensive reference checking and their
visibility while at your school.
Even when the identities of the candidates are public, however, there is still a great deal
of information that Search Committee members will need to safeguard. Chief among
these are the multiple reference reports we conduct on finalists, which are highly
confidential. The application information of the presented candidates and of the
semifinalists should be shredded immediately following the decision to eliminate those
candidates from consideration. Reference checks and interview reports for finalists and
for the candidate who is appointed must also be shredded upon completion of the
search.

It is our view that from the beginning of the process through the
semifinalist stage, all applicants are entitled to the expectation of
confidentiality. It is vital that this implied promise of confidentiality to
the candidates not be breached deliberately or accidentally by anyone.
The independent school world is a small one; a careless remark might
well jeopardize a candidate’s standing at his or her school.
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An Overview of the Search Process
The table on the next page illustrates a typical timeline for a Division Head search
employing our standard process. The table also outlines key tasks for Wickenden
Associates and the Search Committee at each stage.
Please keep in mind that there is an ebb and flow to the search process. After an initial
flurry of activity surrounding the launch of the search and the development of the
Opportunity Statement, there will be a period of relative quiet for the Search Committee
while Wickenden Associates is actively engaged in building the pool of candidates. If
you follow the standard process described on the next page, your work will pick up
again during the Credential Review process, when you will need to devote significant
attention to sorting through the candidate materials to choose semifinalists. Shortly
thereafter, you will participate in semifinalist interviews – followed within the next
several weeks by visits to the school by your finalists. In preparation for your final
decision, you will be poring over multiple reference reports and feedback from
members of your community who participate in the finalist interview process.
A Caveat: Your Process May Vary
Occasionally, Heads choose to skip the semifinalist interviews altogether, moving
directly to the finalist stage. Throughout the remainder of this manual, we will discuss
each phase of the process in detail. It is quite possible, though, that your process will
differ somewhat.
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Timeline for a Typical Division Head Search
Search Phase:
Typical
Timeframe

Role of the
Search
Committee:

Role of
Wickenden
Associates:

Launching
the Search

Casting
the Net

Weeks
Weeks
1-2
3-4
Approve Search Calendar

Weeks
Weeks
5-6
7-8
Send referrals to WA

Weeks
9-10

Weeks
11-12

Debate qualifications &
qualities sought in new
Division Head

Search Chair periodically discusses recruitment
progress and strategies with WA

Review and approve
Opportunity Statement

Visit school, Draft
conduct
Opportunity
interviews, Statement
and meet
with Search
Committee
Launch web
survey

Advertise in print and online venues

Narrowing
the Field

Weeks
13-14
Set aside
several
hours to
read and
evaluate
candidate
credentials

Screen
candidates
Search WA database for candidates and follow up on and send
referrals
credentials
notebook to
Telephone prospective candidates and sources
Search
Committee
Conduct interviews with and initial reference checks
on applicants

Auditioning
the Candidates

Week
Weeks
15-16
17-18
Participate in Conduct
meeting to
semifinalist
select
interviews
semifinalists
Select
finalists

Weeks
Weeks
19-20
21-22
Plan, schedule, and
complete finalist visits

Facilitate
Search
Committee
meeting to
select
semifinalists

Schedule
semifinalist
visits

Conduct additional
reference checks on
finalists

Facilitate
semifinalist
interviews

Collect current candidate
compensation information

Notify
applicants
not selected

Reach out to finalists to
sell the opportunity

Closing
the Deal

Weeks
23-24
Review
references and
evaluations
Make
recommendation
to Head

Advise and
support Search
Committee

Manage online evaluation
process for finalist
interviewers

Note: This sample timeline illustrates a six-month search process that is typical of searches launched well before an appointment must be
made. For searches with a tighter timeframe, we typically work with the Search Committee to develop a compressed schedule that allows
the search to be completed in less time. We do this primarily by reducing the number of weeks dedicated to "casting the net" – the poolbuilding phase of the search.
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POTENTIAL
PITFALLS
AS THE PROCESS
UNFOLDS

An unsatisfactory search can usually be traced to one or more of the following missteps:
•

Perfectionism. Throughout the process, the committee and the school
community should bear in mind that the “perfect candidate” – one without
shortcomings or flaws – does not exist. Committees do best when they seek the
best possible fit between school and candidate, concentrating on finding a new
Division Head who will share the school community’s vision, goals, and values.

•

Single-issue hiring. Appointing a candidate on the basis of his or her ability to
solve an immediate and pressing problem at the school can quickly backfire.
Unless the candidate is also committed to fulfilling the mission of the school
over the long term, such an appointment is likely to be a short-term one.
Similarly, the Search Committee should beware the natural tendency to rate
candidates on the basis of their similarity to the well-liked departing incumbent
or their lack of similarity to an unpopular one. These comparisons of superficial
traits, which may seem important and relevant while the current Division Head
remains on campus, often prove inconsequential in the long run.

•

Risk avoidance. While individual Search Committee members may be bold and
risk-oriented, search committees as a group tend to be conservative. As a result,
they occasionally find themselves leaning toward appointing an internal
candidate, reasoning that a known quantity – even one with significant
shortcomings – is preferable to an unknown one. The same line of thinking
often renders committees eager to appoint an interim office-holder to the
permanent position. An internal or interim candidate or might prove to be the
best choice for the job, but the selection should always represent an affirmative
choice rather than a preference for “the devil we know.”

•

Relying too much on gut reactions. Committees sometimes place too much
emphasis on the performance of a candidate in interviews. While interviews can
certainly be telling, it is also true that experienced Division Heads generally
interview better than those who have never held that position, although they
are not necessarily stronger candidates. The ability to relate socially during the
interview process can also be given undue weight. The most likable and on
seemingly knowledgeable candidate is not necessarily the best one, and past
performance (as judged by work history and references) is a far better predictor
of future performance.

•

Outside pressure. Undue emphasis also can be placed on the reactions of a
particular constituency. While all opinions should be heard, the Search
Committee cannot afford to abdicate its responsibility to consider the
candidates’ qualifications for all aspects of the position, including those which
might be of little concern to some groups.
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•

Lack of disclosure. A lack of full disclosure by any of the parties in a search can
result in unpleasant surprises. The committee that minimizes a school’s
problems or fails to make clear its expectations of the Division Head does itself
no favors.
Settling for an unsatisfactory choice. Above all, the Search Committee must
resist the temptation to nominate a less than satisfactory candidate just to
complete the search. Other options are always available: The acting Division
Head’s term might be extended, for example, or an Interim Division Head might
be appointed. Reopening the search may net a new group of qualified
candidates. While the prospect of returning to the drawing board late in the
search process might be unappealing, it is nonetheless preferable to the
alternative of hiring a new Division Head who does not enjoy your confidence.
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Phase 1:
Launching the Search
Key facets of this phase:



Planning and Executing Our Initial Visit



Setting the Search Calendar



Defining the Job and Developing the Opportunity Statement

If you want your new Division Head to succeed, you must first lay out, in writing, the
nature of the task at hand. Serious candidates want to know what will be expected of
them if they get the job. For the Search Committee, the first phase of the search process
is largely dedicated to defining the essential aspects of the position and ensuring that
the particulars of the opportunity are well communicated to prospective candidates.

Our Initial Fact-Finding Visit
To kick off the search process, Wickenden Associates will visit the school for an intensive
series of interviews with a broad cross-section of the school community. During these
interviews with administrators, faculty, parents, students, trustees, and others, we will
collect information for an Opportunity Statement that provides factual information
about the school; an assessment of the strengths and challenges of both the school and
the division; and a list of the qualities, skills, and kinds of experience the new Division
Head should bring to the position. Someone on the Search Committee or in the
administration will need to assume the responsibility of developing an interview
schedule for these meetings and handling the logistics of getting the interviewees
together with the consultant(s).
The Online Survey
For members of the school community who do not have the opportunity to meet with
us during this initial visit, we offer an anonymous online survey that allows individuals to
share their views about the school’s strengths and challenges as well as the qualities
they view as most important in the new Division Head. The survey also provides a
vehicle for respondents to offer nominations.
A transcript of the responses is shared with the Search Committee and used by
Wickenden Associates as another resource in the development of the Opportunity
Statement, as well as to enhance our understanding of the culture and needs of the
school.
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THE
OPPORTUNITY
STATEMENT

As a first step in defining the nature of the opportunity, Wickenden Associates will
prepare a detailed Opportunity Statement, which we make available to all prospective
candidates. Schools sometimes post the document on the Job Openings section of the
school website as well.
The Opportunity Statement Review Process
Approximately two to three weeks after our initial visit, we will complete a draft of the
Opportunity Statement for the Search Committee’s review and approval. Because this
document is prepared and published by Wickenden Associates rather than the school,
prospective candidates view it as an important outside perspective on the institution
and the nature of the position.
Although we welcome the committee’s thoughtful review of the document, we
encourage committee members to resist the temptation to tone down any discussion of
challenges facing the school. Committees sometimes worry that any suggestion of
problems at a school will scare away good candidates, but it has been our experience
that capable leaders recognize that all schools face challenges of one sort or another
and welcome the opportunity to make a real difference in the life of an institution.
Further, we believe it would be a disservice to both the school and the future Division
Head if the nature of the job – including the tough parts – were not made clear. You do
not want to appoint a candidate who is unwilling, uninterested, or unprepared to meet
the most pressing needs of the division and the school.
While we recommend that the Opportunity Statement document be as specific and
direct as possible about the school’s present situation and challenges, we encourage
you at this stage in the process to be flexible and open-minded about the qualifications
and kinds of experience specified in the document. Sometimes, for example, search
committees begin the process with a firm idea that the new Division Head must be a
person with similar experience, perhaps because a prior appointment of a first-time
Division Head did not work out well. We believe that such a narrow approach is often
counterproductive, discouraging excellent candidates from applying while giving undue
weight to a candidate’s title rather than his or her talents. Not all experienced Division
Heads are successful leaders, and many aspiring leaders are more than ready to assume
the responsibilities of heading a division.
It is important, on the other hand, for the committee to be very specific about truly nonnegotiable qualities. If, for example, the candidate must be a practicing member of the
religion with which the school is affiliated, that should be made clear in the document.
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Phase 2:
Casting the Net
Key facets of this phase:



Advertising the Position



Actively Recruiting Strong Candidates

The Recruitment Strategy
While this phase of identifying and recruiting a deep candidate pool is typically one of
the longest (ideally, eight weeks or more) and most important stages of the search
process, it is a relatively quiet time for the Search Committee.
During this phase, which typically swings into high gear once the Opportunity
Statement has been finalized, Wickenden Associates will do the following:
1.

Post the Opportunity Statement on our website and feature the opportunity in
our periodic email newsletter.

2.

Place position announcements on a variety of low-cost (e.g. The Green Sheet)
and free sites tailored to the school’s characteristics. These might include the
jobs boards of relevant regional independent school associations, religious
associations, and sites focused on boarding schools or single-sex education, for
example. (While we have not found paid advertisements in newspapers and
national education journals to be particularly effective recruitment tools, we will
advertise in those venues if requested by the Search Committee.)

3.

Search our database for potential candidates whose credentials appear to offer
a good fit with the Search Committee’s preferred qualifications and reach out to
them via telephone or email.

4.

Follow up on referrals from within the school community and from our own
network of sources.

5.

Conduct preliminary reference checks and, where possible, interviews with
promising candidates.

6.

Provide periodic updates to the Search Chair regarding our pool-building
progress and reactions to the opportunity among the candidates we have
approached.
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While the lion’s share of the work during this period falls to the consultants, the Search
Chair and/or Search Committee members can contribute to a successful outcome by
doing the following:
•

Provide referrals to Wickenden Associates as you receive them from members
of the school family and other interested parties.

•

Make yourselves available at our request to reach out to very strong candidates
we have identified and who have expressed tentative interest in the position.
Prospective leaders are often flattered to be courted early in the process.

POTENTIAL BUMPS
IN THE ROAD

With 25 years of experience building candidate pools for more than 450 Head of School
and other senior administrative searches, Wickenden Associates can usually predict with
some accuracy the likely size and strength of the field of applicants. Many factors that
are outside of our control and the control of the school will dictate to some extent the
numbers of prospective candidates who will be tempted to apply. Among these
variables are the school’s location, size, and financial stability. Schools with religious
affiliations or specialized missions – single-sex, boarding, schools for students with
learning differences, etc. – typically draw smaller pools than nonsectarian coeducational
college preparatory day schools. Ultimately, though, the size of the pool is far less
important than its quality.
Countering Negative Perceptions
If we are casting the net widely with disappointing results, it may be that problems exist
with the perception of the school in the broader educational community. News travels
fast along the independent school grapevine, and prospective leaders may well steer
clear of schools with a history of recent leadership instability or other governance
issues. The Search Committee should not miss the opportunity to define the nature of
the problem, if one exists. When attractive potential candidates decline to apply, we will
ask why and then report back to the committee. Schools can sometimes enhance their
appeal to candidates simply by demonstrating a willingness to hear about and confront
potential problems.
Managing the Appearance of an Heir Apparent
The presence of a strong internal candidate can function as a powerful disincentive to
prospective applicants – who are generally not eager to enter a search in which they
believe they are at a severe competitive disadvantage. For the purposes of building a
robust pool, it should ideally be made clear from the outset that the Interim Division
Head (if you have one) is not a candidate for the permanent position.

Other internal candidates offer a more complicated set of challenges. If the Search
Committee does not believe the internal candidate is a viable choice, it is both a
kindness to the candidate and a benefit to the search to discreetly discourage him or
her from applying early on. We strongly advise against “courtesy interviews” for such
candidates in the belief that this well-intentioned practice merely postpones a difficult
decision. If the candidate might be viable but does not immediately enjoy strong
enough support to justify an outright appointment, s/he should be invited to proceed
through the process on an equal footing with all other candidates.
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Phase 3:
Narrowing the Field
Key facets of this phase:



Sorting the Applicant Pool



Evaluating the Credentials of the Strongest Candidates



Selecting the Semifinalists

After several weeks of actively recruiting promising prospects for your next Division
Head, Wickenden Associates is now ready to present you with the results. From this
point forward, the volume and pace of activity for the Search Committee will increase
rapidly. Get ready to read!
THE CREDENTIAL
REVIEW
NOTEBOOK

Approximately one week before your scheduled credential review meeting, each
member of the Search Committee will receive from us a large notebook containing
information about each of the candidates we are recommending for your consideration.
To expedite your review of this document, we will organize the material into groups
based on our assessment of the candidates’ relative strengths.
Typically, the information provided for each candidate will include a résumé, a
statement of educational philosophy, and any supporting materials each has supplied,
as well as our Interview Report (if we have conducted an interview) and at least one
preliminary Reference Report.

The notebook includes a simple ballot that Search Committee members
can use to record their impressions about each candidate as they read
the material in preparation for the credential review meeting.
It has been our experience that Search Committee members vary considerably in their
willingness to digest all of this material. For those who prefer a more streamlined
approach, we include a table with key information about each recommended candidate
as well as a paragraph outlining our reasons for recommending the applicant.
We also provide in the notebook the names and titles of the applicants whom we are
not recommending for your consideration. Typically, their materials are not included in
the book, although we can arrange to bring those files to the meeting if there is interest
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among the committee in reviewing one or more of the applications.
As you prepare to peruse the notebook to identify the candidates you are most
interested in meeting, a review of the Opportunity Statement will remind you of the
specific qualities and qualifications the committee has already identified as most
important in the next Division Head.
This is also a good time to consider more broadly the attributes you should be looking
for as you study the credential materials. Here are a few suggestions:
ESSENTIAL SKILLS,
QUALITIES, AND
PREPARATION

While we are the first to argue that committees should seek a “goodness of fit” between
candidate and school, we also believe certain basic qualities and specific types of
training ought to be in the repertoire of virtually all candidates for senior administrative
positions in independent schools. Thus, we advise Search Committees to focus on the
following areas:
Formal Educational Experiences

Independent schools vary considerably in the emphasis they place on the academic
credentials of their senior. Prestigious schools with high-powered faculty typically
expect their Division Heads to possess an undergraduate degree from a highly
respected institution as well as a noteworthy terminal degree (often a Ph.D. or Ed.D.). At
a minimum, most independent schools expect the candidate to hold a master’s degree.
Although graduate education degrees are most common, we see many candidates with
law or business degrees as well.
Many who populate the independent school world talk with disdain about education
courses. Unfortunately, many schools of education deserve such criticism. But to tar all
with the same brush is unwise. Certain graduate schools of education – including those
affiliated with Columbia University, Harvard University, Stanford University, University of
Pennsylvania, University of Wisconsin, and Vanderbilt University, to name just a few –
are wonderful training grounds for independent leaders.
Surely, anyone who aspires to lead a school division should demonstrate through his or
her own scholastic endeavors an appreciation for the life of the mind. In evaluating the
educational credentials of the applicants, however, the Search Committee should take
into consideration the academic culture of the school and the community’s
expectations. In most schools, an otherwise promising candidate with modest academic
credentials should not automatically be eliminated from consideration.
Bearing in mind that many candidates will be many years removed from their collegiate
careers, we think it is also vitally important to evaluate the extent to which they have
continued to pursue professional growth opportunities. The most impressive résumés
provide evidence that the candidate has made diligent efforts to remain up to date on
best practices in education and has taken steps to shore up his or her skills in areas that
were not part of past academic training.

Page 15
Undertaking a Division Head Search: The Process, Step by Step

Phase 3: Narrowing the Field
Workshops, seminars, courses, and fellowships all provide evidence of a commitment to
ongoing education. Perhaps the most effective way to develop many of these skills,
however, is through on-the-job training, ideally in a mentoring relationship with a
successful Head or other independent school leader.

Candidates who have sought out opportunities within their schools to
practice new skills demonstrate that they are interested in becoming
well-rounded leaders.
Fundamental Qualities and Skills
•

A philosophical orientation. Division Heads must be philosophically attuned
to the mission of the school and oriented to using it to make fundamental
decisions about the institution. The mission must define what the school is and
what it is trying to do.

While it might not have much value in predicting a candidate’s
eventual success, the statement of educational philosophy that we
request from applicants can at least help the Search Committee to
determine whether the candidate actually has a guiding philosophy.

•

A willingness to learn. To remain educationally current and responsive in a
rapidly changing educational environment, Division Heads must be committed
to continuous professional growth. Search Committees should seek evidence
that the candidates are eager to learn, adapt, and read – yes, read. We’ve
interviewed more than a few candidates who stumble when asked the question,
“What are you reading now?”
Of critical importance is a candidate’s ability to grow as a leader and as a
person. Gleaning evidence of this from cover letters, résumés, and interviews
can be difficult. But Search Committees should seek information about a
person’s ability to assume increasingly responsible positions, to tolerate
ambiguity, to make difficult decisions and live with the inevitable fallout, and to
display equanimity in the face of criticism.

Search Committees would do well to look for candidates who have
been employed at more than one school, who have worked under more
than one Head, and/or who have made a concerted effort to visit other
institutions to observe multiple programmatic and policy approaches.
Ideally, your next Division Head should bring to your school different
perspectives and new ways of solving problems.
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•

Respect for teachers and the teaching profession. Division Heads typically
play a major role in the faculty hiring and retention process, in determining
salaries, in defining classroom assignments, in setting workload policies, and in
implementing faculty evaluation and development systems. A Division Head
who does not perform these duties well (or at least ensure that other
administrators do) will oversee a stagnant school.
The relationship between the faculty and the Division Head can sour quickly
unless s/he is genuinely committed to their interests. Most teachers want to be
recognized for a job well done, for their commitment to the students, for their
willingness to uphold standards even in the face of criticism from entitled
parents, and for improving curriculum or their teaching techniques. A Division
Head who does not convey respect for these activities will develop the
reputation of being distant and uninterested. And once a Division Head loses
the support of the faculty, that person’s days as the division leader probably are
numbered.

•

The four I’s: intelligence, initiative, integrity, and interpersonal skills. While
the Division Head does not have to be the most talented educator in the
school, s/he must respect the life of the mind and be able to participate in the
school’s academic debates. A powerful intellect is not essential – but it helps.
The Division Head must take the initiative to pursue programs, projects, and
policy changes that will contribute to the development of the division and the
school.

•

Integrity is essential. Great leaders inspire trust and they trust others.

Unfortunately, there is no simple test to measure integrity. Fortunately,
the probing reference interviews we conduct with supervisors, peers,
and subordinates of the candidates work quite well in uncovering
evidence of fundamental character traits.
Leaders also must have the ability to relate well to all kinds of people. While no
one can be expected to interact equally effectively with trustees, parents,
faculty, alumni, staff, and students, Division Heads who are not at least
moderately successful with each of these groups will soon find themselves
criticized as insensitive, arrogant, uncaring, or incompetent.
•

Communication Skills. Most educators assume that they are effective
speakers, but being able to explain something to students four different ways is
not the same as being an effective public speaker. And effective communication
with a variety of constituencies is critically important.
More than one candidate has been eliminated from consideration because of
an awkward and pedantic writing style. A school’s credibility as a place of
learning is surely enhanced by a Division Head who writes in a lucid and
distinguished style.
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SELECTING YOUR
SEMIFINALISTS:
THE CREDENTIAL
REVIEW

We generally suggest that you allow about three hours for the meeting at which you
will select your semifinalists. Wickenden Associates will be present to facilitate that
process and to answer your questions about the candidates we have presented. Search
Committee members can help to expedite the process by reviewing the candidate
credentials in advance and completing the ballot included in the credentials
notebook.
Typically, we suggest that you begin the meeting with a quick straw vote to identify
candidates who have strong support among the committee and those who have very
little support. The meeting then can focus on the candidates “on the bubble” – those
about whom opinions are most divided or about whom members are most uncertain,
but who still could end up being strong candidates.
This is the time to remember that you are seeking a “goodness of fit” between
institution and candidate. Different types of individuals are appropriate for institutions
at different stages of their development. A person with a successful history of starting
schools might not be a wise choice for an institution that is seeking only to refine an
already solid program. Similarly, a person whose force of personality contributed to a
successful turnaround might not be appropriate for or might have a difficult time in an
institution where much of the governance power resides with the faculty.

By the conclusion of the review process, the committee should have identified
approximately six to eight semifinalists, each of whom will be invited for a 90-minute
interview. The committee may also wish to identify a few candidates to be put on hold,
in case some of the candidates decide to withdraw at this or a later stage. Wickenden
Associates will notify the rest of the candidates that they are no longer under
consideration.
At the conclusion of the Credential Review meeting, the Search Committee should plan
to take a few moments to talk about the organization of the interviews and the role
each member will play in the questioning of candidates. More information about that
aspect of the process is included in the next section.
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Phase 4:
Auditioning the Candidates
Key facets of this phase:



Interviewing the Semifinalists



Selecting the Finalists



Planning and Carrying Out the Finalist Visits




Evaluating the Finalists
Collecting Compensation Information

At this critical point in the search process, the Search Committee must be oriented to
wooing as well as evaluating candidates. This is the time when you will be auditioning
your best prospects – evaluating how they perform in a variety of settings and with
different constituencies. It is also the time when your best prospects will be evaluating
you – the appeal of the school’s challenges and opportunities, the warmth of the
community, and the quality of life this position might provide for them and their
families.

Planning the Semifinalist Interviews
Wickenden Associates will immediately inform the semifinalists of their selection and
work with them to schedule their interviews. We will coordinate with your designated
contact person both the preparation of the interview schedule and the travel
arrangements for the candidates. We will also ensure that the semifinalists receive any
additional material about the school that might be appropriate at this point: a strategic
plan, capital campaign material, a curriculum guide and/or faculty handbook, recent
school magazines or bulletins, or information about your city or region provided by the
chamber of commerce or a local tourism agency.
Semifinalist interviews are customarily (though not necessarily) scheduled for a weekend
because that is when candidates are better able to leave their schools without inviting
questions, and Search Committee members can clear their schedules.

Wickenden Associates will attend the interviews, both to facilitate the
introductions of candidates and to guide the committee through the
selection of finalists.
Allow approximately 90 minutes for each interview, with 15-minute breaks in between. If
there are more than eight semifinalists, we recommend that the interviews start on
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Friday. If possible, try to schedule no more than three or four candidates for Sunday, as
the committee will need time at the conclusion of the interviewing process to discuss
the candidates and choose the finalists. Arrangements should be made in advance to
have lunch brought in each day; allow about an hour for the lunch break.
Most candidates will appreciate a school tour, which should immediately precede or
follow the interview. Be aware, though, that guides for these tours should be selected
wisely and with the understanding that they will respect the importance of maintaining
the confidentiality of the candidates and the process.
INTERVIEW TIPS

A large conference table provides a comfortable setting for the interviews, with the
candidate seated at the head of the table. Nametags or nameplates for each committee
member will be appreciated by the candidates, as will a bottle of water.
As the first opportunity for the candidate and committee to interact, the semifinalist
interview should be designed to be informational rather than confrontational. The best
conversations tend to occur when the Search Committee makes the candidate feel
welcome and at ease.
Some suggestions for getting the interview started on a friendly note:
•

Ask all Search Committee members to introduce themselves and briefly
describe their connection to the school.

•

Begin with an open-ended and non-threatening question, e.g., “Tell us about
yourself and why this particular opportunity has captured your interest.”

•

Continue with a question from a subject area in which the candidate has
demonstrated solid experience.

Because you want to focus on what a candidate can bring to the job, the questioning
should be directed toward learning what the person has achieved more than toward
hypothetical issues. The quick-witted, interview-savvy, or experienced leader may do
well with the theoretical, but might not be appropriate for the job if s/he cannot provide
evidence of an ability to deal with the specific challenges that will face the new Division
Head. The most enlightening responses often emerge from questions that ask for
specific examples or anecdotes drawn from the candidate’s own experiences. To obtain
the most value from the interviews, consider the specific challenges facing your school
when formulating questions (though you should not expect the candidates to know
how they would deal with each challenge your school is facing).
To ensure that the interviews unfold as successfully as possible, the Search Committee
should:
•

Decide in advance whether the committee will ask questions in a predetermined
order or proceed with a more conversational, ad hoc approach.

•

Assign a specific area of questioning to each member.

•

Designate one member to ask each semifinalist a question that is candidatespecific, i.e., one that demonstrates that the committee has carefully read the
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candidate’s materials.
•

Assume that each Search Committee member will have time for a maximum of
two questions (perhaps only one if the committee is large).

•

Allow about 15 minutes at the conclusion of the interview for the candidate to
ask any questions s/he might have.

Most committee members will want to take good notes during the
interviews or designate a committee scribe. By the end of this long and
intensive weekend, you will appreciate anything that will help you to
recall the candidates and your reactions to them!
The sample questions that follow are presented as a menu from which Search
Committee members may select the questions most appropriate to the school’s
particular circumstances. Some of these questions are best suited to candidates with
prior Division Head experience, while others will work particularly well with aspiring
division leaders. Schools with a particular religious affiliation or educational philosophy
may want to tailor their question selection accordingly. Choosing carefully from the
menu – adding or adapting when necessary – will yield the best results.

Sample Questions for the Semifinalist Interviews
MANAGEMENT
AND LEADERSHIP

1.

Identify three or four essential aspects of your current position. Tell us the parts
of the job you like best and at which you are best.

2.

Tell us about your current school — its ethos and culture. Describe a typical day
in your current position.

3.

Describe your decision-making style, using examples of some good and bad
decisions you have made. How about an unpopular decision? How did you deal
with the response to it?

4.

We are working toward a better academic integration and working relationship
among the divisions of the school. How might you contribute to this process?
Has this been an issue at your school and, if so, how have you contributed to
improving the situation?

5.

In your present position, is it your responsibility to evaluate others’
performance? Describe how you do that.

6.

Describe a meaningful institutional change for which you had primary
responsibility and tell us how you went about effecting that change. What have
been the outcomes of that change?

7.

In what ways, if any, have you been involved with admissions and enrollment
management in your current position?
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EDUCATIONAL
PHILOSOPHY

8.

In what ways have you been part of a marketing effort at your school? What has
been your experience with being a public face of a school?

9.

In your philosophy of education statement, you said, “[insert quotation here].”
Can you expand on that idea?

10. What do you see as the major challenges ahead for independent education in
the U.S.? For education in general?
11. (For single-sex institutions) What do you see as the advantages of single-sex
education? Are there disadvantages? If so, how can they best be overcome?
12. (For schools with a particular religious affiliation) What do you see as the
challenges and opportunities associated with integrating the academic and
religious aspects of our mission?
13. Describe your experience in curriculum development. What are your guiding
principles or influences?
14. What is your philosophy regarding the use of technology in the educational
program?
15. What innovative uses of technology have you experienced at your school? How
would you describe the role of technology in your school and in the classroom?
How is the faculty encouraged to integrate new technology?
16. How does your school balance the inevitable tensions that exist among
academics, athletics, the arts, community service, and extracurricular activities?
17. What structures does your school have in place to address the stress and
pressure that students are experiencing? How have you worked to care for the
whole child?
18. How would you describe the range of learners in your student population? How
does your school differentiate instruction?
19. What structures are in place at your school to support students with academic
challenges?
20. How would you characterize the college placement process at your school?
How do you evaluate the success of your program?
21. What are the main topics of conversation or controversy among your faculty
now regarding the educational program? What are your views on those issues?
DIVERSITY AND
GLOBALISM

22. How do you define diversity and what do you feel it brings to your school?
What would the ideal diverse school community look like?
23. What obstacles have you faced in diversity initiatives and how do you define a
successful outcome?
24. How has your school’s interest in diversity been reflected in the educational
program?
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25. What global initiatives have been undertaken at your school and how have you
participated in them?
STUDENT AND
FAMILY RELATIONS

26. How would you get to know the students? What has been your experience in
this area?
27. How do you communicate with families?
28. What do you see as the parents’ role in the school? What is the appropriate
relationship between school and home? How do you go about setting
boundaries?
29. What experience have you had with disciplining students?
30. How have you dealt with difficult and demanding parents?

FACULTY AND STAFF
RELATIONS

31. Discuss your experience in hiring administrators, faculty, or staff. What
significant things do you look for when making hiring decisions?
32. Have you ever been involved in developing and implementing a faculty
evaluation/development program? If so, was it effective? What were its
shortcomings? What suggestions would you offer a school in the process of
developing such a program?
33. Within your current faculty evaluation system, tell us how you would handle a
long-tenured but weak teacher. How about an inexperienced teacher with great
potential but uneven skills? How do you reward particularly outstanding
teachers?
34. Have you ever had to fire anyone? If so, how did you handle the situation?
What steps would you take in deciding whether a staff or faculty member
should be terminated?
35. What opportunities for professional development exist at your school?
36. How do you keep your faculty and staff energized and motivated?

PROFESSIONAL
ACHIEVEMENTS

37. What do you consider your most important accomplishment to date in your
career and why? How did you achieve it?
38. Describe some initiatives in your school for which you believe you have been
responsible.
39. Describe some of the major school problems or stressful situations you have
had to deal with, discuss how you handled them, and tell us what you learned.
40. What do you hope to accomplish professionally in the next five to 10 years?

PERSONAL
CHARACTERISTICS
AND GOALS

41. Why this change in your career now? What attracts you to this particular job?
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42. Tell us how you have grown and changed as a person over the past 10 years.
43. What would your critics say are your shortcomings? Do you agree? How do you
work to overcome them?
44. How do you keep yourself energized?
45. What are you reading now?
46. How would living here be different from your current location?
47. How would you go about becoming involved in this community?
48. What two or three things do you enjoy most in your current position? What are
your two or three biggest headaches? What keeps you up at night?
49. What or whom do you believe has been most influential in shaping your values?
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Selecting the Finalists
At the conclusion of the semifinalist interviews, Wickenden Associates will facilitate the
process by which you select a small group of finalists – typically three or four. As in the
Credential Review round, you may want to hold in abeyance one or two semifinalists
who might be made finalists if one of your initial choices declines to move forward in
the process.

Planning the Finalist Visits
The selection by the Search Committee of the finalists marks an important turning point
in the search process. As the committee narrows its focus to a few strong candidates, it
must simultaneously broaden its efforts to bring representatives of all school
constituencies into the process. Many members of the school community may be
meeting and evaluating the candidates. And just as faculty, staff, parents, alumni, and
students will be forming opinions about the visitors, the finalists themselves will be
gathering impressions about the school and the job opportunity on the basis of a
whirlwind of meetings, interviews, and receptions.
At this stage of the process, it is best to move quickly so that there is not a long interval
between the visits of the first and last finalists. Strong candidates are quite likely to have
other offers at this point.
The Search Committee that pays close attention to keeping the lines of communication
open and the interview process running smoothly can spare itself a host of headaches
later on. Specifically, at this stage of the process, the committee should:
•

Place calls to those selected to return as finalists and welcome them to the
process.

•

Decide who (Wickenden Associates or a Search Committee representative) will
notify semifinalists who were not selected and ensure that they are informed
promptly.

•

Establish schedules for the visit of each finalist to the school and line up
members of the committee and broader school community to act as guides and
hosts for both the finalist and the spouse. It is helpful to ask each finalist if his
or her spouse has a particular interest or need that might be addressed during
the visit (e.g. employment opportunities, educational options for children,
housing possibilities).

•

Determine what additional information about the school will be sent to finalists
and get it into their hands as soon as possible. (Include any existing long-range
plan, the most recent accreditation report, enrollment statistics, college
placement data, samples of school newsletters, faculty and student handbooks,
development data, etc. – in short, anything that helps to illuminate the school’s
present condition and challenges.)
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FINALISTS’ VISITS
TO THE SCHOOL

The visit of each finalist to the school — usually for a full day of meetings and interviews
— serves three vital purposes:
•

It allows the Search Committee an extended observation of the candidate in
various settings within the school.

•

It provides the school constituencies an opportunity to become involved in the
process and to contribute their unique insights.

•

It provides you with a chance to sell the finalists on the opportunity that will
await the successful candidate.

Careful attention should be paid to ensuring that all three of these objectives are met
during the visit. All parties should be given every opportunity to present themselves
well. And to the extent possible, candidates should be protected from disgruntled or
single-issue types who are unlikely to offer objective evaluations and who, in the worst
case, could prompt a candidate to withdraw.

We strongly recommend that you do not announce the names of the
finalists or post their names on
the school website, as some candidates may wish to keep their
candidacy confidential as long as possible. Those members of the
school community who will interview finalists should be provided with
a copy or summary description of each finalist's résumé the day before
that candidate's visit.
If candidates have been invited to bring their spouses or partners, special efforts should
be made to make them feel welcome. Ideally, the spouse or partner will be given a tour
of the school and the area while the candidate attends a series of interviews.
The Search Committee should recognize that the process of making the rounds of a
large school community can be a grueling experience. Opportunities for rest and private
reflection should be built into the schedule. As a courtesy to the candidate, interviewers
and guides should wear nametags. And to prevent the candidate from falling behind
schedule (and risk appearing rude to waiting interviewers), someone should be
specifically charged with the responsibility of ending each session on time and moving
the candidate along to the next appointment.
The list of selected interviewers will vary depending upon the size, culture, and
organizational structure of the school. In general, though, appointments of roughly 45
minutes with individuals and 60 to 90 minutes for groups should be scheduled with the
following:
•
•
•

Head of School

Department Chairpersons

Business Manager
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•
•
•
•

Other Division Heads

Selected Group of Faculty

Selected Group of Students
Selected Group of Parents

Depending on the level of the position, the size of the school, and the most relevant
administrative relationships, it might also be wise to invite candidates to meet with the
following:
•

Chaplain

•

Director of Athletics

•

Dean of Students

•

Director of Admissions

•

Director of Development

•

College Counselor

•

Selected Trustees

Everyone on the appointment schedule should be reminded to view themselves as both
collectors and providers of information and impressions. All should recognize that they
have an important role to play in presenting the school – and the job opportunity – in a
forthright and positive way. Although interviewers will likely receive the finalists’
résumés as background information for the interview, they should be advised that their
role is to comment on their impressions of each finalist, not to evaluate their paper
credentials.
COLLECTING
EVALUATION
INFORMATION

To expedite the collection and analysis of evaluations from everyone who meets with
the finalists, Wickenden Associates offers an online form. The Search Committee
provides all interviewers with a link to the form and a deadline for completing the
evaluations.
When all of the visits have been completed and the deadline has passed, we will send
you a summary of the results, a comparison of the candidate evaluations, and a
transcript of all responses to the open-ended questions for each finalist.
A word of warning: Asking any constituency group (faculty, parents, or students) to
present their impressions collectively can be an invitation to disaster! Once such a group
has met and taken a “vote” on the candidate, its opinion can take on a life of its own.
The Search Committee should avoid placing itself in a situation where it wishes to
recommend a particular candidate to the Board, but finds its hands tied by the political
complication of a single constituency’s consensus in favor of another.
Instead, collect the opinions of faculty, students, and parents individually – ideally via
our web-based instrument, which permits a rapid compilation and analysis of the
results. This procedure will give the Search Committee a far clearer understanding of the
range of opinion within those groups and preserve the committee’s appropriate role as
the decision-maker with regard to which candidate will be recommended to the Head.
Page 27
Undertaking a Division Head Search: The Process, Step by Step

Phase 4: Auditioning the Candidates

Reference Checking
While the Search Committee is planning and carrying out the visits of the finalists,
Wickenden Associates will be completing the reference checking process. We routinely
complete at least three reference checks for each finalist, adding more if necessary to
explore any issues that surface. We contact references who are included on the
candidate’s list and additional off-list individuals whom we typically determine by their
professional relationship with the candidate. We encourage Search Committee
members to let us know if there are particular issues or questions you would like us to
pursue during our reference interviews.
Search committees sometimes find it difficult to evaluate candidates accurately on the
intangibles of school leadership – traits and abilities that are particularly difficult to
gauge in an interview setting. These include:
•

Vision.

•

Leadership style and ability to lead: persuasiveness, willingness to collaborate
and yet accept responsibility, decisiveness, and openness to criticism.

•

Emotional resilience (optimism, stability, patience).

•

Ability to plan and stay the course without overreacting to events.

•

Interest in and effectiveness with students.

•

Willingness to work hard and persevere.

Fortunately, our reference-checking process excels at illuminating candidates’
performance in all of these and other areas.

It is through extensive reference checking that the candidate’s
strengths and personality are illuminated. A single reference is like a
snapshot, providing one person’s view in the context of one kind of
relationship. But a careful reading of a collection of references is a
wholly different matter: Patterns begin to emerge; comments from one
person reinforce or clarify the comments of another; and strengths and
weaknesses appear in clear relief.
In evaluating these reference reports, it is important to keep in mind that evidence of
controversy or an occasional mistake should not necessarily disqualify a candidate.
Successful administrators often make difficult and controversial decisions; a person with
no record of controversy or error might be a person unwilling to take risks or one who
has not yet been called upon to make difficult decisions.
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THE
COMMITTEE’S
ROLE IN
REFERENCE
CHECKING

While Wickenden Associates is confident of its ability to do a thorough job of reference
checking, we encourage members of the Search Committee to join us in this aspect of
the search process, particularly if they have contacts in a finalist’s school or community.
Conversations between peers — teacher to teacher, for example — often yield valuable
insights because of the shared bond. And information collected firsthand can
sometimes have a greater impact on a committee member. As a courtesy to the
candidate, we suggest you inform him or her about whom you plan to call.
It is important, however, that the Chair of the Search Committee or a designee
coordinate these reference calls to avoid duplication. If members of the committee wish
to follow up with calls to people already contacted by Wickenden Associates, they
should first read our reports. The purpose of a follow-up call should be to ask the
reference to clarify or elaborate upon a point, or to discuss an issue that was not
touched upon in the initial conversation. The reference should not be asked to repeat all
the information s/he has already provided to Wickenden Associates.
Not all reference sources are equally capable of providing or even willing to offer
balanced appraisals of the candidate. But nearly everyone can be drawn out through
careful questioning in a relaxed telephone conversation. Here are some tips for making
the most of a reference check:
•

Many people are caught off guard by a phone call in which they are asked to
evaluate a colleague. Begin the conversation by confirming what you already
know about the candidate with general, non-threatening questions. Usually, it’s
helpful to ask how long and in what capacity the source has known the
candidate, as well as the nature of their work together. Asking about strengths
and accomplishments before inquiring about potential negatives will also help
to generate a balanced report.

•

To overcome the understandable reluctance many people have about offering
negative comments, try asking, “What would his critics say about him?” or
“What problems has she encountered at your school?” Often, this simple
technique of shifting the conversation away from a source’s opinions and
toward observations will elicit valuable information. Keep in mind, however, that
the purpose of the call is to obtain a balanced view, not simply to smoke out
negative comments.

•

Ask for anecdotes or examples to illustrate what the source is trying to convey.
These brief glimpses into a candidate’s behavior in a specific situation can be
quite enlightening.

Finally, don’t rely on your memory. Take extensive notes and, as soon as possible after
your conversation, record them in a memo to the rest of the Search Committee. To
enhance the reliability of your report, use the source’s own words whenever you can.
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Compensation Information
Wickenden Associates will collect details from each finalist about their current
compensation package and transmit this information to the Search Chair. We can also
provide you with data about Division Head salaries for comparable schools.
While any final offer to a candidate will need to wait until the finalists’ visits have
concluded, it is not too early for the Search Chair to open a dialogue with potential
appointees about their compensation expectations and any particular issues they
might have regarding potential benefits such as housing, tuition remission, etc.
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Closing the Deal
Key facets of this phase:



Reviewing Finalist Evaluations and References



Recommending a Candidate to the Head

Arriving at a Final Decision
Shortly after the last finalist visit, the Search Committee will meet to review all of the
information available to you and to make a decision. In doing so, you will have the
benefit of your own impressions, the candidate’s materials, the evaluations of those who
interviewed the finalists, and the reference checks for each candidate.
We urge the Search Committee to pay particularly close attention to the references,
which may well have landed in your inbox during a busy time in the process. While the
constituent evaluations can exert a powerful influence because of the passion of the
interviewers, it is important to bear in mind that the reference reports provide you with
a much deeper and more balanced analysis of each candidate’s character, leadership
style, and professional accomplishments. The interviewers’ evaluations, in contrast, are
based upon a mere snapshot of the finalist’s performance – which may have come at
the end of a very long day!
Ideally, there will be a clear first choice among your finalists, and the committee will
quickly reach consensus. If opinions are evenly divided, you will need to listen
respectfully to one another and debate the pros and cons of the viable finalists.
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