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      ou never know who will determine the next step of your career 
 

     It’s a major mistake to assume that the 

references you list on your next application 

will be the only ones that matter. There may 

be “off the record” conversations about you 

before your application even gets to paper-

screening. These are often called informal 

reference checks; they are very common and 

often very important.   

 

     It’s a bit unnerving because you never 

know when it happens and you have no direct 

control over how it affects your future. 

What’s more perplexing is that it may not 

involve an old boss or an administrator you 

worked with in a prior district. It could be a 

parent who only interacted with you during a 

disciplinary appeal process or a teacher you 

only vaguely remember. One of those cold-

calling vendors you abruptly shut down 

might be the best friend of a member of the 

board where you apply next.   

 

     Who talks to whom about your 

performance as a superintendent - even about 

the culture of the district you lead - should be 

taken seriously. It is a very small world and 

you never know what connections might take 

place.   

 

     Think of it this way.  You are a company, 

the district is your product, and stakeholders 

are your customers.  Just as companies work 

hard to keep customers happy because it 

means referrals for more business, you are 

best served if your customers are happy when 

they discuss you with other potential 

customers.   

 

     Furthermore, your next reference check 

might not even be a parent, employee, or 

board member. It could be someone who is in 

a social network 

like LinkedIn.  A 

search consultant 

might notice you 

are connected to 

someone they 

know. You want 

that person to have 

something positive 

to share, no matter 

how little he or she knows about your 

expertise or achievements. It’s always smart 

to purposefully deliver professionalism and 

quality as well as treat every person you 

meet, no matter how seemingly 

inconsequential, with respect and courtesy. 

 

     The best way to conquer the informal 

reference dilemma is to make it a point to 

always serve customers the way you would 

like to be served. Keeping that in mind 

might pay dividends you never imagined. 

Conversely it might avoid losing out on an 

interview or important opportunity and 

never knowing why.


