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Abstract

Underrepresentation of women in the position of school superintendent has been identified as an equity
issue in the field of education. National demographics show that approximately 73% of school
superintendents are male as compared to only 27% female. Of these female superintendents, Latina
and nonwhite female superintendents make up a small percentage of this group (Kominiak, 2016) and
scarce in the literature. This research study revealed that Latina superintendents were attracted to
small rural districts with a familial environment with high levels of parental and community
involvement. They shared the perspective that small rural communities seemed to be more receptive to
having a Latina superintendent than larger, more urban school districts. Gender discrimination
occurred in some, but not all participant cases.
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Women in the United States have struggled
with gender inequality throughout the history
of the United States. This is evident in the
number of women who hold leadership
positions, such as school superintendents
(Robinson, Shakeshaft, Grogan & Newcomb,
2017; Maranto, Carroll, Cheng, & Teodoro,
2018). Published studies clearly indicate that
women superintendents of schools are in the
minority (Glass, 2000; Kominiak, 2016;
Superville, 2017). Although there has been
some progress in representation of women
superintendents in recent years, they still make
up only 27% of school superintendents
(Kominiak, 2016) overall, and their tenure is
1.2 years shorter than most superintendents
who are male (Bryant, 2018).

Aside from a few studies documenting
the numbers and administrative positions
attained by Latinas, limited research is
available concerning other aspects of this
specific group’s experiences in educational
administration (Brunner, 1999). Research on
Latina superintendents remains scarce in the
literature (Mendez-Morse, 2000). Mendez-
Morse (2000) explains the lack of Latina
superintendents does not mean they do not
exist. Rather, “it indicates exclusion and
negates the contributions of Latina leaders” (p.

584).

In 2008, women earned more degrees
than males within each racial/ethnic group;
however, women are not equally represented in
the male-dominated roles of school
administration (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2010, p. vi; Bryant, 2018). Women
are enrolled in educational leadership courses
and superintendent certification programs, yet
they are not equally represented in public
school leadership. This could also be attributed
to a form of bias as men move from a principal
to the superintendent more often than women

(Garn & Brown, 2008; Kominiak, 2016;
Maranto, Carroll, Cheng, & Teodoro, 2018).
This trend calls for the need to question why
women do not hold more school superintendent
positions than men (Brunner, 2000; Tallerico,
2000).

There is a shortage of research in the
area of Latina school leaders, and an almost
nonexistent body of research on Latina rural
school district superintendents. In fact, as far
back as 1991, only one case study about Latina
superintendents had been published (Brunner,
2000). Since then, there has been very little
change in the body of research about this topic
(Manuel & Slate, 2003; Mendez-Morse, 2000;
Quilantan & Menchaca-Ochoa, 2004; Franco,
Ott, & Robles, 2011) with the exception of very
few dissertation studies (Nieves, 2012;
Sanchez-Portillo, 2012; Holguin, 2017).

This gap in the literature warrants a
need for more research about the experiences of
Latina superintendents and their tendency to
choose to lead rural school districts. The more
we know about the experiences of Latinas in
leadership positions in education, the better.
The cost of not knowing about these
experiences is that we will never learn about
the road they have taken—the smoother less
easily traveled areas and the bumpy, difficult,
and often treacherous parts. Young Latinas
who aspire to be effective and transformative
educational leaders will benefit from learning
from their predecessors’ stories as they have
taken the road less traveled, yet we do not
know much about their journeys.

In the 1980s, the Latino population was
14.5 million of the total US populations
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2010)
while in 2016, the Latino population had
reached 57.5 million and were the second
largest racial and ethnic group behind whites.
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Moreover, Latinos of Mexican origin
account for 36 million of the nation’s Latinos
population and have led the nation’s
demographic growth (Flores, 2017). Therefore,
we also agree with Superville (2017) that when
the majority of students that are served in a
school district are Latinos, it is important that
students see administrative leaders that reflect
their own ethnic, racial, and/or gender group
because this could inspire them to achieve
high-level positions one day. We view this as
an equity issue. The more exposure students of
color have with successful adults who they can
emulate, the more likely they will aspire to
achieve academically, graduate, and then
pursue higher education (Sanchez, Colon-
Torres, Feuer, Roundfield, & Berardi, 2013;
Figlio, 2017).

Thus, given the absence of research on
Latina superintendents in rural schools, studies
that describe their professional and lived
experiences are extremely valuable. A study
by Franco, Ott, & Robles (2011) illustrates self-
reflective personal and professional leadership
roots of Latina school leaders (p. 12). In their
study, three Latina superintendents shared their
stories about their childhoods, careers, and
challenges they experienced along the way.
Each participant discussed how their gender,
culture, and search for quality education
motivated them to succeed in their careers,
stressing how their female identities were
masked by their professional successes.

The superintendents in this study urged
readers to follow their personal compasses and
not to hesitate in demonstrating their leadership
capacity (Franco et al., 2011). We believe that
sharing the stories of Latina school leaders can
lend confidence and provide important
information for Latinas who aspire to become
school superintendents. Their stories can help
them to navigate the traditionally male-
dominated school superintendent position.

Research Design

Purpose of the study

At the time this research took place, we noticed
a trend in job procurement of Latina
superintendents in our region. Most were
securing positions in small rural school
districts. We wanted to learn why that was the
case. This question prompted us to draft a
purpose for this research. The purpose of this
study was to hear the stories of Latina
superintendents in the Rio Grande Valley
(RGV) in south Texas, who have secured
superintendent positions in rural schools with
high percentages of Latino students.

Specifically, we wanted to know why
the superintendents in this study chose to apply
in small, rural districts rather than larger, urban
districts. The following questions guided our
study:

1. Why did the Latina superintendents in
this study decide to seek a
superintendent position at a small, rural
school district, rather than a larger
district?

2. To what extent have the Latina
superintendents in this study felt they
have experienced discrimination?

Theoretical framework

This qualitative study drew from three
theoretical orientations (Patton, 1990) including
Latina/o critical race theory (LatCrit),
testimonios, and constructivism. LatCrit is an
approach to understand how Latinas have been
marginalized, yet resilient, and oppressed, yet
successful despite inequities they have
confronted (Delgado-Bernal, Burciaga, &
Carmona, 2012). Testimonios is another aspect
of critical race theory and focuses on stories
that are seldom expressed or captured (Y 0sso,
Villalpando, Delgado-Bernal, & Solorzano,
2001).
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These stories and experiences, or
testimonios, are the voices of the struggles,
pain, sacrifices, silencing, and marginalization
that Latinas have encountered (Anzaldua, 1990;
Guajardo, Guajardo, & Casaperalta, 2008;
Latina Feminist Group, 2001; Lopez &
Davalos, 2009). Finally, a constructivist
framework aims to discover and describe
ontological and epistemological lived
experiences (Creswell, 2003, 2007). Creswell
(2003, 2007) posits that the constructivist
philosophical assumption is closest aligned for
qualitative research, which aims to construct
realities based on the participants’ experiences,
or ontology. aims to discover and describe
ontological and epistemological lived
experiences.

Methodology

We employed a case study methodological
approach for this study. The case study
methodological approach involves the study of
an issue through specific cases and emphasizes
exploration and description. Case studies (Yin,
2009) arise out of the desire to understand
complex social phenomena. Skrla (2000)
emphasizes “particularization” as opposed to
generalization as an objective ideal as this type
of qualitative research enables the readers to
appreciate the uniqueness and complexity of a
case (p. 301). Given the purpose of this study
and the research questions that guided us,
qualitative case study methodology was
optimal in bringing light to the experiences of
these Latina rural school district
superintendents.

Purposeful sampling was used to select
three case study participants. All were Latina
superintendents who were currently employed
by a rural school district in the RGV. Surveys,
semi-structured interviews (see Appendix A),
participant observations, and document
analyses were used to develop a thick
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description of multiple cases (Creswell, 2007;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Geertz, 1973).

The interviews offered opportunities for
participants to tell their stories, or testimonios.
They were audio-recorded, transcribed, and
analyzed for emergent codes and themes. In
addition, a brief electronic survey was
developed and emailed to the participants in
order to collect their schools’ demographic
data. Participant observation data and
documents provided contextual information
that was used to describe the three school
districts. These multiple sources of data were
coded and used to craft ethnographic portraits
of each participant. Triangulation by method
and member checks were conducted in order to
achieve trustworthiness of these data (Creswell,
2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).

The following pseudonyms were used
to describe school districts and participants: 1)
Palm Valley School District led by Ms. Monica
Sanchez, 2) South Lakes School District led by
Ms. Juanita Martinez, and 3) Twin Springs
Independent School District led by Ms. Sonia
Tello. In this study, rural districts had an
enrollment of less than 300 students.

Data Analysis

In order to capture the participants' experiences
as Latina school superintendents, we coded the
data sets manually and used the constant
comparative method (CCM) to compare data
sets (Miles, Huberman & Saldana, 2014). We
compared the participants’ responses to the
interview guestions individually and
collectively. This process of review, analysis,
and comparison was done systematically with
interview transcripts, participant-observation
notes, and document analysis data sets to
capture the essence of differences and
similarities among the participants. The
constant comparative method complimented
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data triangulation to ensure data collection,
review, and coding were streamlined and
systematic. Several themes emerged in these
data.

11

An example of the data analysis process
for an emergent theme titled Familial Work
Environment is below (see Figure 1).

Participant Responses

Codes

Value all people; Serve as role Professional family; Service to Theme
models; Students & community; Impact on lives; o .
Community; Connect with ! : Familial Work Environment

people; Career Preparedness;
and Listening skills

Open communication; Treat
like family; and Work politics

Figure 1. Example of data analysis process.

Interview questions generated
considerable self-reflection among the women
regarding the types of events in their life
journeys that impacted them and influenced
their decision to become educational leaders.
Inevitably they recognized that supportive
relationships with their respective family
members, mentors, and community members
were critical in their ascent to the
superintendency. In order to organize the data
in a way that was manageable and coherent, we
crafted ethnographic portraits of each

participant that reflected their experiences as
Latina superintendents in their own words.
This manner of data display allowed their
testimonios to be heard and analyzed through a
cultural lens.

Results

Four general themes emerged from the data
including: extended parental support, familial
work environment, networks, and versatility
(see Figure 2). We will expand on each theme
in what follows.
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Educational Leadership

Others helped in school
and on the job; Suppoert;
Guidance: Communication
with school board; Spend
time at campuses; Work
with community; and
Rural schools are “hubs™
and “hearts” of the
COMMUNItY

Suppert; Mentors;
Visibility; Opportunities;

Communication; Leadership;

Contribution of knowledge;
Shared power;
Community priorities

Networks

Gender, Race &
Discrimination

Learning as a result

of “weanng many hats™;
Problem-solving skills;
Commumcation with
stakeholders; good-old-
boys games; jeopardizing
ethics; own apprehensions
of professional abilities as
a woman; and Always
considering what 15 best
for students

Ethics: Problem-solvers:
Communication;
Politics; self-perception

Versatulity

12

hE" Family and Personal Personal and Professional
o Backgrounds values and beliefs
Wl
a
=]
=
w
7]
5.- No guestion about Value all people; Be role
attending college; models; Attend student/
Y Raised in the Rio community events;
@ Grande Valley; Connect with people;
2 Parents are college Career preparedness;
=) Graduates and and Listening skills
2 | assisted financially;
& Parental role models;
5 Parents demonstrated
= commitment & dedication;
% and Community service
5
Ay
Parental foundation; Professional family;
“{{,} Small communities; Impact on lives; Open
- Support; Guidance communication; Treat
=} High expectations; like family; work politics
v Advocacy; Dedication
W
w
U
ﬁ Extended Parental Familial Work
ﬁ Support Environment

Figure 2. Summary of thematic codes and emergent themes.

Participants in this study expressed the
common experience of having parental
expectations for educational advancement.
This was true regardless of the level of parental
education. Family support was apparent as
parents perpetuated the belief in the power of
education. Both of Ms. Tello’s parents were
educators in a small rural district. Her father
was a superintendent for a few years as well.
She attributed her parents’ support as being
critical to her success. “I learned from my
parents to work hard, to fight for what is right
as an educator, and to be an advocate. We have
to mold these kids, so our jobs are so crucial.”

Ms. Sanchez added that her parents,
who did not go beyond the 6" grade in
Mexican schools and were migrant farm
workers, motivated her to excel: “They always
pushed us; we had to have a better education
than they did, so we could be better off and
have a good life ... They were always good role
models of dedication, hard work, and
commitment.”

By contrast, Ms. Martinez’s family was
well-educated. Her paternal grandfather had a
bachelor’s degree; her mother had a master’s
degree, and her father served in the military and
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later held a prominent government job. She
explained that her parents expected her to excel
in school. “My family was educated. The
expectation was there, and it was just a matter
of time before | did the same ... they nurtured
me. I had the support systems, and I’'m very
blessed to have that.”

The experience of having extended
parental support among these Latina
superintendents is consistent with research that
shows Latino parents have a strong desire for
their children to succeed. Latino parents are
their children’s strongest advocates (Garcia,
Scribner, & Cuellar, 2009; Rodriguez-Brown,
2009). At times, they feel limited by the
support they can provide their children with
homework. Parents tend to check to see that
homework is complete and submitted, even
though they cannot assist them. They tend to
be more involved with their children’s
academic work at home rather than at school
(Walker, Ice, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler,
2011).

Familial Work Environment

We discovered that the women in this study
chose to work in rural school communities
because they had more opportunities for
personal communication with parents, a
stronger sense of family among the community,
and opportunities to advocate for their schools
and communities. Ms. Sanchez explained, « ...
you don’t connect as much [with families] in
larger schools.” This community connection,
in her opinion, was “more attractive to females
than males.”

Numerous examples of fostering a
familial working environment were observed
and described. For example, Ms. Tello shared
her testimonio about a day when a student’s
father came into her office when his wife was
diagnosed with cancer, and he didn’t know
where to turn for help. She brought this to the
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attention of the board which resulted in the
entire community pulling together to raise
funds to offset the costs of medical bills for his
wife’s treatments and medication.

This type of familial environment where
families strive to help one another during hard
times is culturally consistent with Latino
customs and with rural school research
indicating that educators and students in rural
schools tend to practice and observe values
within and outside of the school environment
(Cooley & Floyd, 2013).

Ms. Tello described them as “hubs” for
families during good and bad times. She also
offered family support in several other ways
that contributed to this familial work
environment such as establishing a make-shift
library outside her office where students could
pick up free books and a “caring closet” for
gently-used coats and clothes for families in
need.

Ms. Sanchez, likewise, described rural
schools as being the “heart” of the community.
Rural school research indicates that small rural
districts foster community pride and identity,
often through facilitating social activities in the
rural community, such as social and cultural
events, recreation, continuing education
opportunities, and emergency shelters (Cooley
& Floyd, 2013).

Community pride was evident in our
observations at the school and in documents
such as flyers, posters, and other signage at the
schools. Although most of the people in the
community were bilingual in these three
districts, many parents spoke only Spanish, so
all three Latina superintendents required all
oral and written communication to parents and
guardians to be delivered in English and in
Spanish. We observed that Latino parents and
community members had a strong presence in

Vol. 17, No. 4 Winter 2021

AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice



school activities such as pep rallies, movie
nights, Spanish-English holiday programs, and
other family-oriented programs. It was evident
that they were part of the school district family.
Speaking in Spanish was not viewed negatively
or deficiently. In fact, it was viewed as a
strength and an asset.

It was also common practice for these
superintendents to greet parents and community
members, with whom they had established
strong relationships, to be were greeted in
traditional Latino ways that you would greet a
family member—con abrazo y beso (with a hug
and a kiss on the cheek).

These Latina superintendents claimed to
know most of the students, and they knew who
their parents were. In Ms. Martinez’s district,
every student, staff, and faculty member could
expect a birthday card with a handwritten
message from her every year. Ms. Sanchez and
Ms. Tello shared that they fostered a sense of
familia with food as well. It was customary to
serve traditional desserts at morning and/or
afternoon events, such as pan dulce y cafe.
These practices contributed to a nurturing, safe,
and culturally compatible school environment
in all three districts.

Networks

Networks are critical for supporting aspiring
women leaders. Mentoring of women for the
superintendent position has been attributed as
promoting confidence, empathy,
trustworthiness, encouragement, active
listening, and integrity.

These characteristics contribute to the
success of women in leadership positions;
consequently, many female superintendents
seek support systems after securing
superintendent positions (Goffney &
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Edmonson, 2012). The Latina superintendents
in this study identified several sources of
support through their professional

networks which seemed to originate with
professional relationships with university
professors/mentors. Networks also included
former principals who they had worked when
they were teachers; a collaborative group of
Latina leaders established by the regional
service center; and other superintendents who
they met through professional organizations at
conferences or professional development
workshops.

Ms. Tello expressed that one of her
former university professors continues to
mentor her regarding school finances, an area
where she admitted to needing further support.
Ms. Sanchez attributed her motivation and
attainment of the superintendency to a mentor
she has had since she was a principal. She
especially appreciated that her mentor often
motivated her, reminded her of her aspirations,
and pushed her to advance professionally.

This finding supports the literature that
contends mentors enable female
superintendents to network with others in
similar positions, sharing common experiences
and professional capabilities, which enable
them to record success within their area
(Goffney & Edmonson, 2012). Quilantan and
Menchaca-Ochoa (2004) found that Latina
superintendents who were mentored and
interacted with other professionals were
successful in their career mobility. Specific
professional opportunities, often afforded
through mentor and network relationships,
were also sources of support for participants.
These networks and opportunities fostered
confidence in their leadership capabilities,
empowering and fueling their drive toward
innovative and effective educational leadership.
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Versatility

The participants of this study demonstrated
versatility in their respective roles. That is, in
their personal journeys to the superintendency,
they often took on multiple roles “wearing
many hats” as needed, given modest school
budgets and a lack of personnel. In addition,
they all faced challenges with community
members battling female stereotypes and
handling small town political issues.

Versatility was crucial to their success
as educational leaders. They continued to be
present and visible at campus events and
accessible to students, staff members, and
parents. They found it was important to listen
to the needs of the community. The
participants exhibited perseverance to
remaining goal oriented.

The participants were versatile in both
their personal and professional lives. Ms.
Sanchez exhibited versatility as early as
fourteen years when she would migrate to
northern states with her family to seek
fieldwork as migrant farmworkers. She worked
hard, learned English as a second language, and
succeeded academically in school, as it was
expected.

Ms. Martinez stated that she had to

juggle many roles. In addition to her role as a
superintendent, she was working on a doctoral
degree, taking care of her family, and dealing
with gender bias and sexual harassment issues.
Her versatility enabled her to juggle multiple
roles and to be successful despite confronting
numerous challenges.

Despite the challenges any superintendent
confronts, these Latinas exhibited grit and were
consistently goal-oriented. Latinas have
learned to practice versatility and to practice
authenticity by creating environments in which
they embrace and use their strengths and
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experiences to be successful (Ruiz-Williams,
2015).

Discussion

One of our initial motivations for this research
was to explore factors contributing to the low
rate of Latina superintendents. To this end, Ms.
Sanchez added that a large contributor to the
acceptance of female superintendents is
situation-oriented, “I came to a district where
females held this position in the past, so it
depends on the community and whether they
believe a woman can also do these jobs.”

She also shared that being a
superintendent requires physical fitness and
spiritual virtues and explained that she begins
each day with prayer, asking God for guidance
and strength to succeed. Ms. Sanchez also
expressed that fear can discourage women from
educational leadership positions and stressed
that mentors are critical in “pushing” them to
persevere in reaching their goals.

In order to respond to the lack of Latina
superintendents, Ms. Sanchez said she makes it
a personal mission to empower women to
become leaders. This includes motivating
women to continue their education, setting high
expectations, and setting definitive goals to
achieve a clear vision and purpose for attaining
leadership positions. Ms. Sanchez does this in
order to increase the number of female
superintendents so that they can be equitable to
the number of male superintendents.

Ms. Martinez, like Ms. Sanchez,
motivates and follows-up with staff members to
increase educational attainment. While
conducting observations, one of the researchers
saw Martinez in a school hallway having a
conversation with one of the teachers at her
district about her career goals resulting in the
teacher’s decision to pursue a master’s degree.

Vol. 17, No. 4 Winter 2021

AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice



The fact Martinez knew the teacher by
name, interest, and goal demonstrates her
intentions to empower her peers. In contrast to
Ms. Sanchez, Ms. Martinez stated the chief
reason women are underrepresented in the
superintendent position was due to “the good
old boy’s network- some females learn to play
the game and they will do whatever to stay
there.”

In order to continue advocacy for
female leadership empowerment, Ms. Martinez
demands young girls be educated in these
opportunities. She feels the Hispanic culture
favors males in terms of their options and
possibilities, whereas expectations for females
are limited and directed mainly by their
patriarchs. Ms. Martinez is a proponent of
gender equity and continues to nurture
leadership in young females within her district.

Advocacy is also embodied by Ms.
Tello. In fact, she was the co-founder of a
regional collaborative network for female
superintendents initiated two years ago. There
was a need to provide female superintendents
in the Rio Grande Valley with a venue to share
best practices, discuss common goals, and
network. She also felt sometimes women are
not perceived as independent; therefore, some
believe women need males to guide them in
personal and professional endeavors.

In pursuance of strengthening the
number of females in the school
superintendency, Ms. Tello believes women
must serve as role models to their peers and
voice their stories in venues such as graduate
classes or superintendent certification courses.
She has done this herself in hopes of
motivating women to take on school leadership
roles.

Next, was the desire to understand the
extent of why Hispanic women are more likely

16

to secure positions in small rural school
districts. Research indicates that in rural
schools, the number of minority members
outweigh those found in urban schools;
amazingly, 45.8% of minority groups were
employed by rural school districts, while only
23.7% were reported for urban district schools
(Carter, Glass & Hord, 2013). Participants
were attracted to rural schools in small
communities because superintendents have
opportunities to build strong relationships with
families. Superintendents are more visible and
involved, “wearing many hats” in their role and
gaining much learning and knowledge about
leadership.

As far as rural schools specific to South
Texas, participants shared that rural schools are
“warm and caring communities” and this was
an important consideration for the Latina
superintendents in this study. As Cooley &
Floyd (2013) report, rural schools are major
contributors to social activities such as
recreation, cultural and civic events in the
community, continuing education for
continuing education, providing shelter in case
of disasters or emergencies. These types of
services provided by rural schools are a source
of pride to community members in rural areas.

Finally, we explored discrimination
issues these women may have experienced. Ms.
Sanchez reported she had not felt
discrimination in any fashion. She was
confident it was only a matter of time before
the number of female superintendents was
equal to that of males. In addition, she shared,
“nowadays it is not uncommon for females to
be superintendents.”

Ms. Sanchez felt gender discrimination
was not a factor since the job responsibilities
among all superintendents are the same. Ms.
Tello’s sentiments regarding discrimination
echoed the latter. She shared, “actually my
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journey was a lot quicker than males in this
position. A lot of the male superintendents are
older and did a lot of time before becoming
superintendents. This community was just
ready for a female leader.”

Ms. Martinez, on the other hand,
offered a different perspective. She shared
experiences of gender bias due to the “good old
boy networks” as well as sexual harassment by
males towards her. In addition, she alluded to
discrimination by sharing, rural communities
still have “that male-dominated mentality.”
When asked about gender differences regarding
leadership, she responded, “men would have
compromised; they have less to lose.”

Conclusion

Nationally, female administrators seem to have
more success in attaining the position of
superintendent in rural areas compared to those
in urban schools. Statistics show 24% of
superintendent positions are held by women.

In 2010, 55% of those women were employed
in rural areas (U.S. Department of Education,
2012). Despite this progress, difficulties for
women achieving superintendent level
administrative positions remain.

A new trend has emerged in this region,
where Latinas have successfully obtained
superintendent positions and positively
impacted small rural communities and schools.
The testimonios that these Latina
superintendents provided generated a shared
experience that all preferred to lead small rural
districts as they were attracted to fostering a
familial atmosphere in their schools and being
part of a warm and caring community. All
were originally from small rural communities
themselves and benefitted from having a kind
of insider perspective and understanding of
how small rural school districts and
communities typically function.
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As Latinas, they understood the
importance of respecting and preserving
Mexican American cultural and linguistic
customs and practices in the daily lives of
students at their schools. They sought support
from professional networks and from their
parents, even as adults. Finally, they all
exhibited a willingness to work hard and weave
in and out of various roles and responsibilities
in their daily professional lives, “wearing many
hats” as Ms. Tello expressed.

Clearly, there is a need for further
research about female attainment of
superintendent positions in US schools in
general, and more specifically, within racial
and minority groups, such as Latinas.
Although this research is limited to three
participants in South Texas, we learned about
critical concerns they faced. As the three
participants articulated, some communities
were ready for a female superintendent and
believed they could do an excellent job in
leading the district. Yet, these Latina
superintendents still struggle with some level of
gender discrimination or implicit bias, as one
participant experienced with “the good old boy
networks.”

As a society, it is essential that we
embrace the capacity and potential women
offer to leadership in our public schools. We
leave this study with further questions for
future research. Would the dispositions that
these Latina superintendents display factor into
their success in a larger, urban setting with
similar demographics but at a larger scale?
Would they be as successful there? What kinds
of supports would be required?

We contend that future research on
motivation, self-efficacy, and perseverance of
female superintendents needs to be conducted
with larger samples in rural school and urban
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school settings. It is important to provide of all credentialed candidates of school
opportunities to untap the leadership potential superintendents regardless of race or gender.
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Appendix A

Guided Interview Protocol
1. Please share your family or personal background.
2. What is the highest level of education attained by your parents?

3. In terms of your background, what values and beliefs shaped who you are today both personally
and professionally?

4. When did you realize you wanted to become an educational leader?

5. What was the event or moment that triggered this decision?

6. Describe in detail how you began your journey towards the superintendency.

7. Describe how you secured your current superintendency, including any challenges.

8. What barriers, if any, have you experienced during your educational leadership journey due to our
gender?

9. What barriers, if any, have you experienced during your educational leadership journey due to your
race?

10. What types of discrimination, if any, have you experienced in your educational leadership journey?
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This study involving superintendents from four states sought to identify the nature and quality of help
provided by outgoing superintendents to their successors, and to capture data regarding differences in
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T he need for individuals to fill superintendent
positions in the coming years is substantial. A
2003 survey of nearly 2,000 superintendents
found that most respondents agreed that the
nation was facing a shortage of applicants for
the superintendency (L. D. Fusarelli et al.,
2003). In a 2015 study, almost one-third of
superintendents stated that they planned to
retire within five years (Finnan et al., 2015).
With well over 13,000 school districts in the
U.S. (NCES Digest of Education Statistics,
2012), this represents well in excess of 4,000
superintendent vacancies in this period. The
shortage of school leaders has been identified
as a problem that is global in nature (Ryan &
Gallo, 2011).

A great deal of trust is placed in school
district superintendents to provide overall
leadership for the organization. The effects of
the position are not always readily measurable,
and many scholars have brought attention to the
complexities and stresses of the position (Bird
& Wang, 2013; Bjork & Keedy, 2002; Brunner,
2002; Cuban, 2001; L. D. Fusarelli et al., 2002;
Glasman & Fuller, 2002; Grissom & Andersen,
2012; Grissom & Mitani, 2016; Hart et al.,
2019; Kowalski & Glass, 2002; Leithwood et
al., 1999; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2008; Petersen
& Short, 2001; Riley et al., 2002; Thompson &
Holt, 2016; Webner et al., 2017). Observers
generally agree that the position is a critical one
in influencing the culture, policy agenda,
strategic decision-making, and overall
leadership of school districts.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to obtain
information about the nature and extent of
assistance provided by superintendents to their
successors, and to better understand differences
in the helpfulness of that support depending on
whether the superintendent moved to a new

25

superintendency, retired from the position, or
was nonrenewed or terminated.

The study also sought to identify
potential differences in transition experiences
related to gender and the size and location of
the district. Lastly, the study sought to gain
insight into the perceived value of other sources
of assistance during the transition to a new
superintendency.

Significance of the Study

Given the importance and influence of the
position, it stands to reason that the transition
from one superintendent to the next merits
thoughtful consideration. This study’s findings
can be expected to contribute to our
understanding of the perceived effectiveness of
predecessors’ efforts to effect a favorable
transition.

It is not unusual for a change in
leadership at the top to result in a loss of
support for previous programs and initiatives to
create organizational space for the initiatives
promoted by a new leader (Alsbury, 2008a,
2008b; Lechasseur, 2017).

A lack of continuity in leadership can
result in a high organizational cost, as districts
experience both the abandonment of initiatives
associated with a predecessor and the
whipsawing effect produced through a
successor’s arrival (Schwanenberger et al.,
2020). Hart and colleagues (Hart et al., 2019)
argue that “the superintendency is increasingly
viewed as a temporary position, with boards of
education and superintendents expecting a lack
of longevity among superintendents” (Hart et
al., 2019, p. 4). Charan’s observations about
corporate leadership are also applicable to
school district leadership. He noted that “the
result of poor succession planning is often poor
performance, which translates into higher
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turnover and corporate instability” (2005, p.
74).

Review of Literature

Lack of attention to transition planning
Evidence demonstrates that succession
planning, particularly at the level of the
superintendent, is an area in which most school
districts have room for improvement.
Deliberate succession planning is not
uncommon in fields such as business and health
care, but such planning in the field of education
is largely centered on the principalship and
district administrative positions (Domenech,
2016; B. C. Fusarelli et al., 2018), not the
superintendency. It has been argued that
“Many organizations do a decent job nurturing
middle managers, but meaningful leadership
development stops well below the apex”
(Charan, 2005, p. 75).

A recent study funded by the Wallace
Foundation indicated that only around 10% of
large school districts have any form of
succession planning (Domenech, 2016).
Therefore, systematic efforts to create
succession plans or succession management
processes do not appear to be undertaken on a
widespread basis by school districts. There is
even less evidence of such efforts related to the
superintendency. The study of
superintendents’ efforts to provide for an
effective transition between superintendents is
quite limited.

Superintendents’ role in successful
transition

Though the transition process can take a variety
of shapes, there are two primary ways in which
superintendents can play a role in contributing
to a successful transition. The first is through
their role in advising and assisting the board
through the process of conducting a search and
selecting the next superintendent. The second
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is through their role in communicating with and
assisting their successor.

Advising and assisting the board

In general, though there may be rare exceptions
to this practice, superintendents exercise
authority over planning and preparing for the
succession of principals and other district
administrators. Such efforts may occur through
listing known leadership needs, identifying
specific potential candidates for future
openings, offering encouragement or
leadership-development training to aspiring
leaders, or assigning mentors to individuals
with leadership potential. In contrast,
superintendents typically exercise no such
authority over planning and preparing for their
own succession.

Ultimately, for very sound reasons, the
authority for hiring superintendents rests with
the governing board. Superintendents may be
consulted about such decisions, and in some
cases, they may have a role in advising the
board. It is not unusual for superintendents to
groom a potential successor in the hopes that
this will bring a sense of stability and
continuity (Bradley, 2016), but such
preparations provide no guarantee that one’s
protégé will ultimately be the individual
selected by the board to lead the district.

Historically, such “sponsored mobility”
(Ortiz, 2000, p. 559) has served to perpetuate
White male dominance of the profession, as
predecessors have tended to groom internal
successors most similar to themselves (Dedrick
etal., 2016).

Nationally, three-fourths of
superintendents are male (Maranto et al., 2018),
and the overwhelming majority of
superintendents, even those serving in regions
with large populations of students of color, are
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white. School boards, which in some cases
may be more representative of the community
than the superintendent, may be in a better
position to alter the superintendency as a
“gendered profession” (Maranto et al., 2018, p.
12).

Often, notes Dan Domenech, executive
director of the American Association of School
Administrators, when a superintendent vacancy
occurs, even when an internal candidate is seen
as a viable prospect for the position, “school
boards feel obliged to undertake a formal
search to assure the community it has
considered other candidates and has concluded
no one out there is better than the homegrown
product (2016, p. 40).

Communicating with and assisting one’s
successor

There appears to have been little research
related to superintendents’ efforts to assist with
the transition of their successor. Although
Kasper (1997) proposed varied approaches to
transition planning based on the specific
circumstances in a district, there is no model in
widespread use to guide superintendents in
preparing for a district’s transition to a new
superintendent; in fact, such a model may be
impractical because of the diverse
circumstances that influence the succession
process in districts that are in highly varied
settings.

The authors of this manuscript recall
mentoring a number of new superintendents
and advising them to spend much more time
listening and learning in the first year, as
opposed to speaking and explaining. As a staff
and community get to know a new
superintendent, their initial observations and
conclusions about the superintendent’s
character will greatly influence a community’s
receptiveness toward the new leader. What
staff and community members invariably want

27

to see is a leader who listens, who is intent on
understanding the full breadth and depth of
challenges and concerns from varying
perspectives, and who is deliberate in making
judgments about the nature of the
organization’s needs. Superintendents new to a
district need to have the opportunity to
understand the history of the district, and,
often, the best person to provide that history
may be one’s predecessor in the role (Dedrick
etal., 2016). Lytle advocates “taking time to
learn the context before starting to act” (20009,
p. 9). Keeping a focus on district goals that
preceded the transition process may provide a
way to reduce fear and anxiety (Finger, 2016).

It is highly unlikely that individuals
who are new to a superintendency will show
much interest in being instructed by their
predecessor in how to be a superintendent,
particularly when they already have experience
in the role. Hearn (2019) studied
superintendent predecessor-to-successor
transition practices at Christian schools in the
U.S., in part focusing on whether or not
predecessors devoted time to training
successors. Hearn found that successors
somewhat resented receiving training from
predecessors, in that this possibly signaled that
the successors were not adequately trained
before assuming the new role. A fundamental
concern of a superintendent new to a position is
to be seen as competent and adequately
prepared for the position.

Once in a position, one’s professional
network can be a source of support. Dias
(2019) conducted qualitative case study
research examining the career pathways of
female superintendents. This research revealed
the importance of informal mentors and
networking during the transition to a new
position. In arare example of a lengthy period
of mentoring for new superintendents, Gildea
(2012) studied six first-year superintendents,
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half of which were internal hires, and half of
which were external hires. Two of the three
participants hired from outside the district had
the opportunity to shadow their predecessors
for an extended period of time, and both
credited this opportunity with helping them to
create connections to the community and the
district. Consequently, five of the six
participants had the opportunity to learn from
their predecessors (either by working under the
supervision of their predecessor or by
shadowing the predecessor).

Assistance with the transition to a
superintendency may be a more critical need in
rural districts than in those located in or near
metropolitan areas. Rural districts are
generally smaller, which means they are less
likely to have district-level administrative
positions where candidates can gain experience
in those responsibilities associated with the
superintendency.

Moreover, rural district superintendents
are more likely to be in need of support in
transitioning to a new position, as, according to
Grissom and Andersen, “rural districts have
less success in hiring experienced
superintendents than their more urban
counterparts when turnover occurs” (2012, p.
1173).

Limited research has been conducted in
recent years regarding the areas in which
superintendents new to a position need
information and support. One area where a
small amount of research has been conducted
has to do with aspiring and novice
superintendents. Gandhi (2019) studied the
experiences of five superintendents
transitioning to their first superintendency.
Challenges common to all five superintendents
included board-superintendent relations,
change management, and personnel issues.
Burmeister (2018) interviewed six practicing
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rural superintendents regarding the steps which
aspiring rural superintendents can take to best
prepare for the position. This research
highlighted the importance of being the right
person for a specific position and of having a
grounding in areas including school finance,
human resources, and relationships with the
board.

Research Questions
This study sought to address the following
questions:

1. Do superintendents view their
predecessor as a source of assistance in
their transition to a new
superintendency, and do those views
vary in relation to the superintendent’s
reason for leaving the position?

2. Do superintendents’ views of the
assistance provided by their predecessor
vary by gender, location or size of
district, and the previous position held
by the successor?

3. Inwhat areas do departing
superintendents tend to advise and assist
their successor?

4. How does the support from
predecessors compare with the support
of others?

5. Inrelation to other priorities, how high
of a priority are board relationships
during the transition to a new position??

Instrumentation

With the assistance of professional
membership associations in four states, a 25-
question survey was distributed to all
superintendents in these states. This survey
was developed as a collaborative effort of the
authors, all of whom had served as
superintendents in at least one of the states
where the survey was administered. The
survey collected demographic information, as
well as information related to the
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superintendent’s level of experience overall, in
the superintendency, and in the current
position. Superintendents were asked to report
on the size and location (urban, rural, suburban)
of their current district. An email explained the
scope and purpose of the study and included a
link to the online survey. A follow-up email
was sent approximately two weeks later.

Sample

Responses were received from 240
superintendents in the states of Arizona,
Kansas, Minnesota, and Washington during the
fall and winter of 2019. The number of
responses represents 28% of the school districts
in the states surveyed. Seventy eight percent
of respondents were male, and 22% were
female. Participants largely represented rural
school districts, with rural superintendents
making up 71% of the sample, suburban
superintendents comprising 23%, and urban
superintendents making up 6% of the sample.

The largest percentage of participants
reported the size of their district to be less than
1,000 students in their district (n=93, 38.8%),
with the next largest group reporting
enrollment of 1,000 — 4,999 (n=83, 34.58%).
Districts of 5,000 — 9,999 (n=33, 13.75%),
10,000 — 19,999 (n=20, 8.33%), and 20,000 or
more students (n=11, 4.58%) made up the

Table 1

29

remainder of the sample. Nearly one-half
(n=115, 47.91%) plan to retire from the
superintendency within five years.

Findings

Research Question 1

Do superintendents view their predecessor as a
source of assistance in their transition to a new
superintendency, and do those views vary in
relation to the superintendent’s reason for
leaving the position?

Question 16 asked participants to rate,
on a scale of 0 (“Not at all helpful”) to 10
(“Extremely helpful”) the extent to which one’s
predecessor was helpful in assisting with the
transition to one’s current role. The mean
overall rating of the helpfulness of the
predecessor was 4.71. One-third of
respondents (n=80) reported that their
predecessor was very helpful (reflecting a
rating of 8-10) during the transition, while 41%
of respondents (n=98) reported that their
predecessor was very unhelpful (reflecting a
rating of 0-3). Notably, one in five respondents
(n=48) rated the helpfulness of their
predecessor as “0,” which suggests an extreme
absence of cooperation on the part of the
predecessor.

Table 1 summarizes the overall ratings
of predecessors’ helpfulness.

Overall Ratings of the Helpfulness of Predecessors

Rating n Percent
0-2 98 40.83%
3-7 62 25.83%
8-10 80 33.33%
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There were marked differences in the
perceived helpfulness of predecessors on the
reason the predecessor left the position. Table
2 includes information about differences

Table 2

30

between respondents’ ratings of the helpfulness
of their predecessor based on the reason for the
predecessor’s departure.

Ratings of Predecessors’ Helpfulness, Based on Predecessors’ Reason for Leaving

The Position

Reason n M SD
Retirement from the superintendency 132 6.23 3.54
Accepted another superintendency 7 4.16 3.19
Nonrenewal or termination of contract 54 1.57 2.13
Other 17 3.88 3.98

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to
determine if there was a significant difference
in a predecessor’s perceived helpfulness based
on a superintendent’s reason for leaving. There
was a significant difference in the perceived
level of helpfulness from one’s predecessor, F
(2, 220) = 41.421, p = .000, based on the
predecessor’s reason for leaving the position.
Predecessors who retired from the position
were perceived as most helpful (M=6.23).
Although not rated as favorably,
superintendents who accepted another
superintendency were rated higher (M=4.16)
than superintendents whose contracts were
nonrenewed or terminated (M=1.57).

Table 3

Research Question 2

Do superintendents’ views of the assistance
provided by their predecessor vary by gender,
location or size of district, and the previous
position held by the successor?

The responses to Question 16 were
analyzed to determine if there were differences
in responses based on the variables in Research
Question 2. Table 3 includes information about
the gender of participants and their ratings of
the helpfulness of their predecessor. Although
males rated the predecessor’s helpfulness
slightly higher, an independent samples t-test
revealed that this difference was not
statistically significant.

Ratings of Predecessor’s Help Based on Successor’s Gender

Gender n M SD
Female 52 454 3.578
Male 186 4.75 3.798
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Table 4 includes information about the
size of districts and superintendents’ ratings of
the helpfulness of their predecessor. Although
the largest districts rated the predecessor’s

Table 4

Ratings of Predecessor’s Help Based on District Size

31

helpfulness slightly higher, a one-way ANOVA
established that there was not a significant
difference in the perceived helpfulness of a
predecessor based on the size of the district.

Size of district n M SD

Under 1,000 93 4.35 3.732
1,000 - 4,999 83 4.63 3.695
5,000 - 9,999 32 5.59 3.706
10,000 - 19,999 20 4.25 3.932
20,000 or more 11 6.73 3.580

Table 5 includes information about the
location of districts and superintendents’
ratings of the helpfulness of their predecessor.

Table 5

A one-way ANOVA established that there was
not a significant difference in the perceived
helpfulness of a predecessor based on the
location of the district.

Ratings of Predecessor’s Help Based on District Location

Location of district n M SD

Rural 171 461 3.672
Suburban 54 5.07 3.855
Urban 14 4.64 4.343

Table 6 includes information about the
superintendents’ prior positions and their
ratings of the helpfulness of their predecessor.

A one-way ANOVA established that there was
not a significant difference in the perceived
helpfulness of a predecessor based on their
previous position.
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Table 6

Ratings of Predecessor’s Help Based on Successor’s Prior Position

Prior position n M SD
as a district administrator in another district 41 4.41 3.605
as a district administrator in my current district 36 6.11 3.616
as a principal in another district 49 4.06 3.738
as a principal in my current district 28 571 3.895
as a superintendent in another district 68 4.47 3.605
other position 17 3.71 4.043

However, when responses were grouped as internal or external successors, differences emerge.
Table 7 compares the ratings of predecessors based on whether the successor was hired from within the
district or outside the district.

Table 7

Ratings of Predecessor’s Help Based on Whether Successor Was an Internal or External
Candidate

Size of district n M SD
Internal 64 5.94 3.716
External 158 4.33 3.628

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine if there was a significant difference in a
predecessor’s perceived helpfulness based on whether the successor was hired from within the district
or outside the district. There was a significant difference in the perceived level of helpfulness from
one’s predecessor, F (1, 220) = 8.827, p = .003, depending on whether the new superintendent was a
newcomer. Successors who were promoted internally viewed their predecessor as more helpful than
not (M=5.94). Superintendents who were newcomers to the district rated their predecessors as less
helpful (M=4.33).

Research Question 3
In what areas do departing superintendents tend to advise and assist their successor?

Participants were asked to respond to question 17, “In what areas did your predecessor provide
insights and/or advice.” Respondents were able to select one or more of seven items, along with
indicating “other.” Table 8 includes information about participants’ responses.
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Table 8

Areas in Which the Predecessor Provided Insights and/or Advice

Size of district Percentage Count
Personnel 54.58% 131
Board relationships 51.67% 124
Potential or ongoing legal action 33.33% 80
District goals and strategic objectives 24.58% 59
Initiatives related to curriculum, instruction, and assessment ~ 23.33% 56
Other 22.92% 55
Upcoming elections 16.67% 40
School improvement plans 12.50% 30

33

As indicated, over half of the participants responded that the predecessor provided information

about issues related to personnel and board relationships. Less than one in four were reported to
provide information about matters related to curriculum, instruction, and assessment or school

improvement plans.

Research Question 4

How does the support from predecessor superintendents compare with the support of others?

In question 19, participants were asked to “Please indicate the usefulness of the support that
you received from the following positions when you transitioned to your current position.” Eight
positions were provided, and, for each group, superintendents were asked to indicate whether the
support received was “Extremely useful,” “Moderately useful,” or “Not at all useful.” Responses to

this question are summarized in Table 9.

Table 9

Usefulness of the Support Received from Identified Positions

Position Extremely useful Moderately Not at all useful
useful
Percent Count Percent Count Percent Count
Administrative Assistant(s) 61.26% 136 31.98% 71 6.76% 15
Fellow Superintendents 56.65% 132  38.20% 89 5.15% 12
District Administrator(s) 46.80% 95 4581% 93 7.39% 15
Board Members 35.32% 83 56.60% 133 8.09% 19
Previous Superintendent 29.91% 64 35.98% 77 34.11% 73
Teachers 23.48% 54 59.57% 137 16.96% 39
Students 11.11% 21 58.20% 110 30.69% 58
Business Leaders 10.66% 21 52.28% 103 37.06% 73
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Table 10 summarizes this same information as shown in Table 9 by combining the number of
“Extremely useful” and “Moderately useful” responses. As indicated, the usefulness of the support
provided by one’s predecessor ranks near the bottom of this list, with respondents indicating that more
useful support was received from fellow superintendents, administrative assistants, district
administrators, board members, teachers, and students.

Table 10

Usefulness of the Support Received from Identified Positions, Combining “Extremely
useful” and “Moderately useful” Responses

Position Percent
Fellow Superintendents 94.85%
Administrative Assistant(s) 93.24%
District Administrator(s) 92.61%
Board Members 91.91%
Teachers 83.04%
Students 69.31%
Previous Superintendent 65.89%
Business Leaders 62.94%

Research Question 5:
In relation to other priorities, how high of a priority are board relationships during the transition to a
new position?

Question 23 asked participating superintendents to indicate, “In relation to other priorities, how
high of a priority were board relationships when you first transitioned to your current position?” As
indicated in Table 11, 59% of responding superintendents indicated that these relationships were a
much higher priority than other relationships.

Table 11

Relative Priority of Board Relationships to Other Priorities During Transition
Relative priority Percentage  Count
Much higher than other priorities 59.00% 141
About the same as other priorities 35.98% 86
Much lower than other priorities 5.02% 12
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Discussion

The data and findings from this study point to
the following conclusions regarding
superintendent transitions:

1. Overall, superintendents are not viewed
by their successors as a significant
source of support and assistance. A
large majority of successor
superintendents have an unfavorable
view of the helpfulness of their
predecessor. Just 33% of
superintendents gave their predecessor a
rating of 8, 9, or 10 in assisting them
with the transition to their current role.
Participants in the study reported that
22.5% of the predecessor
superintendents were nonrenewed or
terminated, and these superintendents
were rated as very unhelpful (M=1.57).

2. ltis entirely possible that, having fallen
out of favor with the governing board,
these superintendents may have been
instructed not to communicate with
their successor. Predecessors who left
the position to move to another
superintendency were also not viewed
as particularly helpful (M=4.16). The
only group of superintendents with a
moderately favorable rating were those
who retired from the superintendency
(M=6.23).

3. There appears to be little difference in
the perceived helpfulness of the
predecessor superintendent based on the
successor’s gender, or on the size or
location of the district.

4. Superintendents leaving a position
appear more likely to feel an obligation
to assist with their successor’s transition
when that successor is an internal
candidate. It stands to reason that
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predecessors would be more invested in
individuals that they have helped to
groom or mentor. Internally-promoted
successor superintendents viewed the
helpfulness of their successor
significantly more favorably (M=5.94)
than successor superintendents
employed from outside the district
(M=4.33).

5. Predecessors appear to see issues
related to personnel and board
relationships as of significant
importance during a transition, as a
majority of successor superintendents
identified these as areas in which the
predecessor provided insights or advice.
Also, for the majority of successors,
board relationships were a much higher
priority than competing priorities.

6. Fellow superintendents, administrative
assistants, and district administrators
were viewed as a much greater source
of support than predecessor
superintendents.

Implications for Practice
A number of implications are suggested by this
study.

First, professional associations may be
able to play a critical role in providing training
sessions or seminars for superintendents who
are retiring or moving to another
superintendency. These could provide a forum
for discussing strategies to assist successors
and bring attention to the importance of
superintendent transitions. Given the high
percentage of superintendents expected to retire
in the next five years (the expectation of 48%
of the participants in this study), it appears
likely that such discussions would be well-
received by the field.
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Second, the establishment of informal
mentoring relationships for superintendents
new to a district, an area, or a state may help to
build on a relationship which is already
perceived to be beneficial. In this study,
successor superintendents rated the support of
their fellow superintendents quite high.
Professional associations may be in a position
to capitalize on the credibility in these
relationships to provide support and mentoring.

Third, even though this study does not
offer significant evidence that outgoing
superintendents are seen as especially helpful
to their successors, they nonetheless do have an
important role to play. Rather than attempting
to single-handedly assist their successor,
outgoing superintendents could endeavor to
build a network of support intended to engage a
representative group of district administrators,
administrative assistants, board members,
principals, and teachers in a transition team.

Such a team could develop brief
descriptions of schools, departments, and
programs throughout the district, create a
calendar of significant annual events, and
summarize major challenges the district is
expected to face. By creating a collective
picture of the district that reflects diverse
perspectives, this may help to reduce the one-
upmanship that can be expected during
superintendent transitions.

Recommendations for Future

Research

There are some limitations to this study that
suggest future research. This study sought
information from those on the receiving end of
assistance. As a result, it may have failed to
capture forms of assistance that did not involve
direct communication between the predecessor
and successor. For instance, in some cases,
predecessors may have requested specific
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forms of assistance from neighboring
superintendents, district staff, or community
leaders that contributed to a more successful
transition, but that was unknown to the
successor. Consequently, future studies that
capture the views of both predecessors and
successors could shed light on practices that are
meaningful and productive.

Another limitation of this study was that
the gender of successor superintendents was
identified, but not the gender of predecessors.

It may be helpful in future work to examine
whether there are significant differences in the
four different gender-related transitions that are
possible (female-female, female-male, male-
male, and male-female).

A sizable percentage of the participants
in this study (N=103, 42.92%) had been in their
positions for over five years. Since memory
can fade over time, it may be helpful to focus
attention on the transition experience in the first
year or two so that those experiences are
captured while they are still fresh in the minds
of predecessors and successors.

Research that closely examines
transitions involving both internal and external
successors could help to identify effective
practices under each scenario. Such research
could also help to increase our understanding of
practices related to the promotion of
individuals from underrepresented groups to
the superintendency.

One of the suggestions made above was
for training sessions or seminars for
superintendents who are retiring or moving to
another superintendency. Research that
examines the impact of such trainings or
seminars on the transition experience could
help to assess any benefits of such efforts and
to determine how they can be improved.
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Concluding Remarks

Scholars including Alsbury (2003) have time, this transition has received too little
pointed out that superintendent transitions can attention by both practitioners and scholars.
produce a lack of continuity in district goals Considering the changes now underway in the
and poor outcomes for the entire organization. makeup of district leadership, this is an area of
Although leaving a position is a career move practice that would benefit from greater

that all superintendents will experience at some attention by both scholars and practitioners.

Author Biographies

Frank Davidson served as a school superintendent for twenty years before becoming an assistant
professor of educational leadership at Northern Arizona University. His research interests include
instructional leadership, trust in leaders, and leadership development. E-mail:
frank.davidson@nau.edu

Michael Schwanenberger served as a school superintendent prior to becoming an associate professor
and the department chair of educational leadership at Northern Arizona University. His research
interests include superintendent/governing board relationships, on-line learning administration, and
leadership development. E-mail: michael.schwanenberger@nau.edu

Howard Carlson currently serves as superintendent of the Wickenburg Unified School District located
in Wickenburg, Arizona. He is also an adjunct faculty member in educational leadership in Northern

Arizona University’s College of Education. Carlson has also served as a superintendent in Minnesota

and Washington. E-mail: howard.carlson@nau.edu

Vol. 17, No. 4 Winter 2021 AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice


mailto:frank.davidson@nau.edu
mailto:michael.schwanenberger@nau.edu
mailto:howard.carlson@nau.edu

38

References

Alsbury, T. (2003). Superintendent and school board member turnover: Political versus apolitical
turnover as a critical variable in the application of the dissatisfaction theory. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 39(5), 667—698. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X03257141

Alsbury, T. (2008a). School board member and superintendent turnover and the influence on student
achievement: An application of the Dissatisfaction Theory. Leadership and Policy in Schools,
7, 202-229. https://doi.org/10.1080/15700760701748428

Alsbury, T. (2008b). School board politics and student achievement. In T. Alsbury (Ed.), The future of
school board governance: Relevancy and revelation (pp. 247-272). Rowman & Littlefield
Education.

Bird, J. J., & Wang, C. (2013). Superintendents describe their leadership styles: Implications for
practice. Management in Education, 27(1), 14-18. https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020612459287

Bjork, L. G., & Keedy, J. L. (2002). Superintendents and local boards and the potential for community
polarization: In B. S. Cooper & L. D. Fusarelli (Eds.), The promises and perils facing today’s
school superintendent (pp. 103—128). Scarecrow Press, Inc.

Bradley, G. K. (2016). Superintendent succession: The plan to prepare for the next superintendent in
the north Texas region. (Publication No. 10165201) [Doctoral dissertation, Dallas Baptist
University]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global.

Brunner, C. C. (2002). Bane or benefit? Considering the usefulness of research focused on female
superintendents. In B. S. Cooper & L. D. Fusarelli (Eds.), The promises and perils facing
today’s school superintendent (pp. 221-246). Scarecrow Press, Inc.

Burmeister, J. (2018). How current rural superintendents believe aspiring superintendents can best
prepare for the position. [Doctoral dissertation, University of Northern Colorado], Scholarship
& Creative Works @ Digital UNC. https://digscholarship.unco.edu/dissertations/475/

Charan, R. (2005). Ending the CEO succession crisis. Harvard Business Review, 83(2), 72-84.
https://hbr.org/2005/02/ending-the-ceo-succession-crisis.

Cuban, L. (2001). Leadership for student learning: Urban school leadership—Different in kind and
degree. Institute for Educational Leadership.

Dedrick, C. S., Sherman, R., & Wells, L. (2016). The quest for elusive candidates. The School
Administrator, 73(6), 23-26. https://www.aasa.org/SchoolAdministrator.aspx/.

Dias, T. (2019). Ascendancy to the Position of School District Superintendent: A Multi-Case Study.
(Publication No. 13864270) [Doctoral dissertation, Grand Canyon University] ProQuest
Dissertations and Theses Global.

Vol. 17, No. 4 Winter 2021 AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice



39

Domenech, D. A. (2016). Corporate impact on leadership succession. The School Administrator, 73(6),
3. https://lwww.aasa.org/School Administrator.aspx/.

Finger, C. M. (2016). Not shy, but retiring: A superintendent on her own succession. The School
Administrator, 73(6), 27-29. https://www.aasa.org/SchoolAdministrator.aspx/.

Finnan, L. A., McCord, R. S., Stream, C. C., Mattocks, T. C., & Petersen, G. G. (2015). Study of the
American superintendent: 2015 mid-decade update. American Association of School
Administrators. https://www.aasa.org/policy-blogs.aspx?id=39344&blogid=84002#

Fusarelli, B. C., Fusarelli, L. D., & Riddick, F. (2018). Planning for the future: Leadership
development and succession planning in education. Journal of Research on Leadership
Education, 13(3), 286 —313. https://doi.org/10.1177/1942775118771671

Fusarelli, L. D., Cooper, B. S., & Carella, V. (2002). Dilemmas of the modern superintendency. In B.
S. Cooper & L. D. Fusarelli (Eds.), The promises and perils facing today’s school
superintendent (pp. 5-20). Scarecrow Press, Inc.

Fusarelli, L. D., Cooper, B. S., & Carella, V. A. (2003). Who will serve? An analysis of superintendent
occupational perceptions, career satisfaction, and mobility. Journal of School Leadership, 13,
304-327. https://doi.org/10.1177/105268460301300304

Gandhi, R. M. (2019). Becoming a new superintendent of schools: Examining the Tyro transition.
[Doctoral dissertation, Northwest Nazarene University]. NNU Graduate Education
Dissertations Archive.
ttps://nnu.whdl.org/sites/default/files/Rupak%20Gandhi%20FINAL%20DISSERTATION.pdf.

Gildea, R. J. (2012). Superintendent succession: The impact of applying succession management
strategies, developing district leaders and promoting from within an organization on the self-
perceived degree of preparation and job effectiveness of first-time Pennsylvania
superintendents. (Publication No. 3503025) [Doctoral dissertation, Indiana University of
Pennsylvania]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global.

Glasman, N. S., & Fuller, J. (2002). Superintendent evaluation: Concepts, practices, and an outcome-
related case. In B. S. Cooper & L. D. Fusarelli (Eds.), The promises and perils facing today’s
school superintendent (pp. 133-152). Scarecrow Press, Inc.

Grissom, J. A., & Andersen, S. (2012). Why superintendents turn over. American Educational
Research Journal, 49(6), 1146-1180. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212462622

Grissom, J. A., & Mitani, H. (2016). Salary, performance, and superintendent turnover. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 52(3), 351-391. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X15627677

Vol. 17, No. 4 Winter 2021 AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice



40

Hart, W. H., Schramm-Possinger, M., & Hoyle, S. (2019). Superintendent longevity and student
achievement in North Carolina public schools. AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice,
15(4), 4-13.

Hearn, A. (2019). How the baton is passed: An examination of superintendent transition practices at
large, accredited ACSI Schools in the United States. (Publication No. 13856804) [Doctoral
dissertation, Columbia International University]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global.

Kasper, D. (1997). Superintendent succession: An imperative for transition planning. (Publication No.
9728934) [Doctoral dissertation, University of Minnesota]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses
Global.

Kowalski, T. J., & Glass, T. E. (2002). Preparing superintendents in the 21st century. In B. S. Cooper
& L. D. Fusarelli (Eds.), The promises and perils facing today’s school superintendent (pp. 42—
60). Scarecrow Press, Inc.

Lechasseur, K. (2017). Sustaining community partnership across transition in district leadership.
Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership, 20(3), 3-17.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555458916679207

Leithwood, K., Jantz, D., & Steinbach, R. (1999). Changing leadership for changing times.
International Journal of Educational Management, 13(6), 301-302.
https://doi.org/10.1108/ijem.1999.13.6.301.4

Lytle, J. H. (2009). The context of superintendent entry. The School Administrator, 66(5), 8-9.
Retrieved from http://www.aasa.org/School Administrator.aspx.

Maranto, R., Carroll, K., Cheng, A., & Teodoro, M. P. (2018). Boys will be superintendents: School
leadership as a gendered profession. Phi Delta Kappan, 100(2), 12-15.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0031721718803563

NCES Digest of Education Statistics. (2012). NCES Digest of Edusction Statistics.
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d12/tables/dt12_098.asp

Ortiz, F. 1. (2000). Who controls succession in the superintendency? A Minority Perspective. Urban
Education, 35(5), 557-566. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085900355006

Petersen, G. J., & Fusarelli, L. D. (2008). Systemic leadership amidst turbulence: Superintendent-
school board relations under pressure. In T. Alsbury (Ed.), The future of school board
governance: Relevancy and revelation. Rowman & Littlefield Education.

Petersen, G. J., & Short, P. M. (2001). The School Board President’s Perception of the District
Superintendent: Applying the lenses of social influence and social style. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 37(4), 533-570. https://doi.org/10.1177/00131610121969415

Vol. 17, No. 4 Winter 2021 AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice



41

Riley, V., Conley, S., & Glasman, N. S. (2002). Superintendents’ views of new and traditional
collective bargaining processes. In B. S. Cooper & L. D. Fusarelli (Eds.), The promises and
perils facing today’s school superintendent (pp. 42—60). Scarecrow Press, Inc.

Ryan, T. G., & Gallo, M. (2011). A descriptive examination and synthesis of leadership succession.
International Journal of Educational Reform, 20(2), 132-152.
https://doi.org/10.1177/105678791102000203

Schwanenberger, M., Carlson, H., & Davidson, F. (2020). Transitioning with integrity and foresight.
School Administrator, 77(4), https://www.aasa.org/SchoolAdministrator.aspx/.

Thompson, R., & Holt, C. (2016). The school superintendent and the school board: A relationship of
trust. International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Review, 2(3), 1-5.
http://www.ijhssrnet.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/1.pdf.

Webner, S., De Jong, D., Campoli, A., & Rush, M. (2017). Public school board presidents’ and
superintendents’ perceptions of the characteristics of effective superintendents in a midwestern
state. Journal of School Leadership, 27(6), 800-830.
https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461702700602

Wells, L. (2009). Practices used by school districts when undergoing a transition in superintendent
leadership. [Doctoral dissertation, Sage Graduate School]. EDL Research Colloguium &
Dissertations Archive. http://library2.sage.edu/archive/thesis/ED/2009wells_|.PDF.

Vol. 17, No. 4 Winter 2021 AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice



