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ABSTRACT 

ADRIA ELISE LUSTER 
NARRATIVE EXPERIENCES OF WOMEN IN A SOUTHERN STATE WHO HAVE 
ACHIEVED THE SUPERINTENDENCY 

Under the direction of DR. SAMMY L. FELTON 

Male superintendents have historically outnumbered their female counterparts 

(Sharp, Malone,Walter & Supley, 2004), whether by a large (Bjork, 2000) or small 

percentage (Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, Young & Ellerson, 2010). Students and 

faculties that are not equally exposed to leadership from both genders may lack varied 

educational (Yoder, Christopher, & Holmes, 2008) and leadership experiences (Robinson 

& Blumen, 2003). This can possibly lead to biased beliefs, practices (Bjork, 2000; 

Coleman, 2003) and stereotypes (Williams, 2005). 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to discuss the personal and professional 

pathways of a southern state's current female superintendents and included personal, in-

depth interviews. This study used Feminist Theory as the theoretical framework and 

included a qualitative approach using modified-analytic induction (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007). Purposeful and snowball sampling were used to select participants for this study 

from identified female members of the state's school superintendents association. Two 

research questions guided the study: 
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1. What personal pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 

2. What professional pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 

The respondents to this study provided distinctive views that included personal 

observations, sage advice for aspiring leaders, and in-depth knowledge of self-imposed 

and outside barriers for females aspiring to the position. The findings of this study were 

supported by current research. Along their professional pathways, the nine participants in 

this study shared experiences of direct or indirect gender discrimination, lacked female 

superior mentors, and imposed barriers for themselves based on maternal or family 

influences. Along their personal pathways, all experienced early leadership, whether 

inside or outside of the home. The majority of respondents believed that their pathway 

affected their attainment of a superintendency, whether through the development of 

skills, networking, mentor influence, or educational achievements. 

There were two recommendations for further research that involved increasing the 

sample size of subjects studied. The first recommendation was to utilize the same 

instrument to explore the professional and personal pathways of female superintendents 

in one or more other states throughout the country, and the second was to use this 

instrument in different countries. 

xiv 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Various studies have been conducted regarding the discrepancies of gender 

among educational leaders (Shakeshaft, 2000; Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2000) that 

suggest a disproportionate representation between the sexes exists, regardless of race. 

One researcher, Bjork (2000), stated that the position of school superintendent is "the 

most male-dominated executive position" in our country. On a national level, the 

disparities appear to exist at the higher levels of school leadership: with the largest 

portion of female principals heading schools at the elementary level, and the percentages 

decreasing significantly at the secondary level (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2011). In addition, females comprise approximately 24% of national school 

superintendent positions (Kowalski et al., 2010). Since females outnumber males in the 

overall population (U.S. Census, 2009) and in educational administrative programs 

(Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, Grogan, & Lallenger, 2007) a pool of credentialed candidates 

is available. In some states (Cohen, 2006), this disparity has been recognized and studies 

have been conducted among educational administrators regarding the gender barriers 

women face. 

Although the national average is 24% (Kowalski et al., 2010) the total number of 

female superintendents varies from state to state. In the state of Maine, approximately 

18% of school superintendents are female (Cohen, 2006). In the state of New York 
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approximately 22% of superintendents are female (Kamler, 2006), and in the state of 

Oregon, approximately 18%) of superintendents are female (Ceniga, 2008). 

Some Southern states tend to have a higher percentage of female superintendents 

than the national average. Both Florida and South Carolina have approximately 30%> 

female public school superintendents (Florida Department of Education, 2009; South 

Carolina Association of School Administrators, 2009). In the state of Researched in this 

study, females comprise almost thirty-percent of these positions as well, filling 51 of 181 

positions ([—] School Superintendents Association, 2009). Since the state used for this 

study has a larger than average pool of female superintendents, it has been selected as the 

locale to obtain participants for this study. 

Statement of the Problem 

Historically, male superintendents have always largely outnumbered their female 

counterparts (Sharp et al., 2004). This can be considered a problem because an 

overrepresentation of males in administration can contribute to the views that a male-

dominated leadership structure should be considered as the norm (Shakeshaft, 2000). In 

the early 1900's, less than 10% of school superintendents were female. This was partially 

due to the fact that males were unavailable to fill the position, or employing a woman 

was considered as a cost-effective measure since they were paid less for the position 

(Sharp et al., 2004). By the 1970's, the percentage of female superintendents had 

decreased to approximately 1%> (Bjork, 2000), and did not resurge to its previous levels 

until the 1990's (Bjork, 2000). In the late 90's, the national percentage of female 

superintendents increased to approximately 13%> (Glass et al., 2000). In the last one 

hundred years, the percentage of female superintendents has grown to approximately 
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24% (Kowalski et al., 2010) and yet has not reached a fourth of the total superintendents 

in this country (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). Although growth has occurred within the last 

decade, this level of growth will have to continue for the next thirty years in order for 

there to be equal representation of both genders (Derrington &Sharratt, 2009). The 

disproportionate representation of females is a problem because their presence drastically 

decreases as the pathway of educational leadership increases, without a logical 

explanation. This drastic decrease occurs at a level of approximately 68%, from 76% 

being present in the classrooms (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011), to 24% 

reaching the level of superintendent (Kowalski et al., 2010) as the result of a continual 

decrease along the pathway from classroom to the highest levels of public school 

administration. 

The lack of female leaders may deprive students of varied educational experiences 

(Yoder, Christopher & Holmes, 2008), deprive staff of varied leadership experiences 

(Robinson & Blumen, 2003), perpetuate the myth of a male dominated culture (Bjork, 

2000; Coleman, 2003), promote race and sex stereotypes (Williams, 2005), and 

encourage situations that may lead to or uphold discriminatory practices (Celikten, 2005; 

Bjork,2000). 

Background of the Problem 

Increasing the percentage of women in leadership is a current issue that should be 

addressed since there does not appear to be a logical explanation for these percentages 

being underrepresented in respect to their presence in the classroom (Sanchez-Hucles & 

Davis, 2010) and the nation's population (U.S. Census, 2009). Finally, according to 

Eagly and Chin (2010) this underrepresentation might be a result of discriminatory 
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practices that could potentially "violate the consensual American value of equality of 

opportunity." Some factors which contributed to the stagnation of growth in female 

superintendents can be attributed to varying attitudes towards women in leadership 

(Sakkali & Beydogan, 2002; Shakeshaft, 2000; Sharp et al., 2004), prejudices involving 

the maternal roles of women (Williams, 2005; Sharp et al.), the tradition of males as 

authority figures (Sakalli & Beydogan, 2002), and the lack of female mentors to "groom" 

other women for future leadership (Loder, 2005). This practice of gender bias is 

commonly referred to as the Glass Ceiling and has been defined by the American 

Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (Pickett, 2006) as "an unacknowledged 

discriminatory barrier that prevents women and minorities from rising to positions of 

power or responsibility, as within a corporation." The Glass Ceiling often involves 

scenarios where women feel they must be twice as competent as males to receive an 

equal amount of recognition, or involves gender-based stereotypes that provide barriers to 

them achieving professional aspirations along the same timeline as their male 

counterparts (Williams, 2005; Derrington & Sharratt, 2009). 

Nationally, there is a gender disparity among leaders in all organizational and 

political areas (Eagly & Chin, 2010) including the higher levels of educational leadership 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). Regardless of race, males outnumber 

females as administrators (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010), even when the 

number of credentialed females outnumber their male counterparts (Shakeshaft et al., 

2007). In addition, white males comprise the largest percentage of educational 

administrators at all levels (Spencer & Kochan., 2000; Loder, 2005; Shakeshaft, 2000), 

including the superintendency. The National Center for Educational Statistics (2010) 
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does not currently report data based on gender and ethnicity educational administrators. 

However, using the current data reported for the 2007-2008 school year, it appears that 

white males fill the majority of principal positions since males of all racial backgrounds 

filled 50%> of all principal positions, and whites of both genders filled 80% of these same 

positions (National Center for Educational Statistics,2010). 

Having a disproportionate number of males in the superintendency (Kowalski et 

al., 2010) can possibly perpetuate the myth of a male-dominated culture (Eagly & Chin, 

2010). According to researchers with the National Center for Education Statistics (2010), 

on a national level, females held 76% of teaching positions. On a national level, 29%> of 

secondary principals are female (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010) and less 

than 25%) of school superintendents are female (Kowalski et al., 2010). Researchers 

(Spencer & Kochan, 2000; Celikten, 2005) have conducted studies which disprove the 

notion of fewer qualified females being available to fill leadership positions; in all 

studies, a credentialed pool of female applicants was available, yet not considered for an 

equal percentage of administrative positions. The fact that females comprise more than 

50% of educational doctoral programs (Sharp et al., 2004) and yet fill less than 75%> of all 

superintendent positions (Kowalski et al., 2010), a gender disparity regarding 

superintendents exists. 

The tradition of males in roles of authority could be a contributing factor (Sakalli 

& Beydogan, 2002) that results in fewer females in educational leadership. This factor 

can lead to unfair stereotypes regarding women in leadership (Williams, 2005). In 

addition, the stereotypical view of females in the role as nurturers could explain why 

they outnumber males as teachers; yet are sometimes not promoted to principal, even 
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when qualified (Celikten, 2005). One theory researchers have suggested is that since men 

are viewed as the norm for leadership, women who fill leadership positions are in some 

regards "abnormal" and stereotyped as being a deviant of some type (Cubillo, 1999). In a 

2001 study, Akkas stated that people have a natural tendency to hire others who look and 

act like them. Since most principals are male, they tend to usually hire and promote other 

males (Akkas, 2001). As a result, there are fewer females in educational leadership roles, 

thus allowing fewer opportunities for females to be groomed and promoted by other 

women (Loder, 2005). 

Gender disparity at lower levels of educational administration results in fewer 

female candidates for top positions, such as the superintendency (Sharp et al., 2004). This 

results in diminished opportunities for equality in educational administrative roles. 

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2011), in the 2007-2008 

school year public schools in the United States employed 76% female teachers. Of these, 

52% held graduate degrees. In addition, the percentage of female principals increased 

from 2000-2008 to a level of 59% at the elementary level and 29%) at the secondary level 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). Although the number of female 

administrators is increasing, a large gap still exists at the secondary level. In 2000, 

Spencer and Kochan completed a study of principals and assistant principals in the 

southern region of the country and noted that female administrators were more likely to 

have majored in education during their undergraduate studies than males. However, the 

male principals in this study had significantly lower levels of professional education, and 

certification, yet comprised significantly more principal positions, especially those at the 

high school level. In this 2000 study, more female principals were employed at the 
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elementary school level, and the number of female principals significantly decreased 

from middle to high school (Spencer & Kochan, 2000). Although this study was 

conducted a decade ago, when the results are compared with the national percentages of 

public school principals in 2008 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011), their 

findings are still supported since the majority of female principals still remain at the 

elementary school level. These factors should be considered because the majority of 

superintendents are promoted from their leadership positions as high school principals 

(Sharp et al., 2004). 

Stereotypes can often lead to cognitive bias (Williams, 2005) a process which 

allows stereotypical thoughts to shape a person's perceptions and promote inferences 

regarding unsubstantiated and discriminatory practices and ideas. These ideas can lead to 

biased attitudes that have no basis to support them. In a survey of male and female 

teachers regarding their views of female administrators (Adams & Hambright, 2004), 

some respondents stated their reluctance to work for women. Some of the reasons given 

for this reluctance included beliefs that females were more strict, moody, and emotional. 

Other respondents stated that they believed female administrators were "power hungry" 

and tended to be overachievers who overworked themselves in comparison to male 

administrators (Adams & Hambright, 2004). In actuality, study participants that had 

experienced leadership under a female administrator stated that females performed just as 

competently as males they'd experienced (Adams & Hambright). These responses 

support the notion that how individuals view the roles of males and females in society 

influences how males and females are viewed as leaders and that inaccurate stereotypes 

of leadership exist for both males and females in practices, ideas, and literature 
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(Coleman, 2003). These stereotypes can lead to unfounded biases that can interfere in the 

work climate. 

The stereotypical idea of male-dominated leadership appears to be cross-cultural. 

Additional researchers (Celikten, 2005; Coleman, 2003; Coleman, 2005), suggest that 

this disparity regarding sex exists on a global level, not just in the United States. In an 

examination of the data presented regarding Turkey, Israel, and Korea, males 

outnumbered females in all principal and higher administration positions even though 

females outnumbered them in all teaching positions (Celikten, 2005; Joo & Lee, 2009). 

The domination of males in leadership can sometimes be attributed to patriarchal 

attitudes and beliefs that lead to discriminatory practices (Coleman, 2005). For example, 

in Turkey, families often object to females in leadership because they do not believe they 

should discipline male students (Coleman, 2005). In addition, males in leadership are 

reluctant to consider females as their peers and therefore do not consider them for 

positions (Inandi, 2009). In Korea, females comprise a mere 11% of secondary principal 

positions, while they hold 71% of elementary teaching positions (Joo & Lee, 2009). In 

Israel, similar programs have resulted in more female principals, yet males comprise 

almost all superintendent and leadership positions outside of the school setting (Coleman, 

2003). Because we are becoming a more global society that often interacts with 

individuals from other cultures, as well as educates students that are English Language 

Learners ([ —JDepartment of Education, 2008) the promotion of gender equality in 

educational leadership should be considered as an important issue. 

Females who are able to achieve the level of superintendency are a minority 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005) and possibly exhibit specific traits or qualities that have 
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allowed them to overcome the numerous barriers to leadership. Since the state researched 

for this study has a statistically larger number of female superintendents ([—] School 

Superintendents Association, 2009), is it possible that the educational climate of This 

state's's public schools have specific differences that have contributed to their larger than 

average promotion of females of various racial backgrounds to the position of 

superintendent? 

Research Questions 

A number of studies have documented the Glass Ceiling and its effect on females 

achieving leadership (Robinson & Blumen, 2003; Shakeshaft, 2000; Williams, 2005). 

Specific studies have addressed this issue in the field of education, at both the P-12 and 

Higher Education level (Weisman & Vaughn, 2007; Spencer & Kochan, 2000; Vanhook-

Morrissey, 2003). Because females hold such a small percentage of superintendent 

positions, the pathway to their obtaining their positions should be explored. The 

knowledge gained through in-depth interviews will provide a basis for understanding 

how these subjects managed to "break" the Glass Ceiling. The interviews conducted will 

be semi-structured and will include convergent, topical questions and divergent questions 

which will provide an opportunity for elaboration. The following research questions will 

guide this qualitative study: 

1. What personal pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 

2. What professional pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to uncover the personal and professional pathways of 

this state's female superintendents. These experiences should be documented to note the 

barriers faced by the female participants of this study in their quest for appointment as 

head officer of a public school system. Each participant can provide a personal view of 

their breakage of the "Glass Ceiling" that can include personal observations, sage advice 

for aspiring leaders, and in-depth knowledge of possible discriminatory practices. 

Theoretical Framework 

This research study uses Feminist Theory as the primary lens through which data 

were gathered and analyzed. Feminist Theory places White males at the top position of 

leadership. The position subordinate to them varies from males that share their gender, or 

females that share their ethnicity, depending on which belief, androcentrism or 

ethnocentrism, is strongest. The lowest position of this hierarchy is reserved for 

individuals that do not fit in either category, females of other ethnicities. The figure 

below illustrates the hierarchy of ideal leadership according to this theory: 



Androcentric & Ethnocentric 
(White Male) 

X 
Androcentric 

(Non- White Male) 

1 
Ethnocentric 

(White Female) 

Non- Androcentric/ 
Non- Ethnocentric 

(Non-White Females) 

Figure 1. Hierarchy of Feminist Theory Based Leadership 

11 

Feminist theory is based on the assumption that due to society's gender hierarchy 

that places women subordinately to men, their political, social, educational, and 

occupational rights are commonly compromised (Groenhout, 2002). In a country founded 

in democracy, the practice of sex discrimination contradicts the rights of individuals to 

contribute their talents, ideas, and efforts to support their community (Dewey, 1932). 

The theory is rooted in the ideas of androcentrism, which considers being male as the 

traditional gender of leaders, and ethnocentrism, which considers being a White 

American as the accepted ethnicity for leaders. Supporters of this theory argue that 

leadership and its practices should be analyzed to provide women with a voice that 

encourages dialogue and raises the consciousness of gender issues (Wrushen & Sherman, 

2008). Current researchers have proposed that studies regarding gender equity in 

education are necessary, since a high percentage of females that complete educational 

administration programs choose not to pursue positions in leadership (Hyndman, 2009). 
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Once this level of gender equity is achieved, women will be free of oppression and able 

to make decisions regarding their lives that are not limited by sexual prejudices 

(Groenhout, 2002). 

Feminist theory has been criticized for presenting the sole viewpoints of White, 

heterosexual, females while excluding the views of other female subgroups (Sanchez-

Hucles & Davis, 2010). Some feminists have also challenged Feminist Theory by arguing 

that it does not encompass all aspects of gender, such as sexuality (Groenhout, 2002; 

Wrushen & Sherman, 2008),. Some researchers have noted that the theory does not 

include the additional issues related to identity that are faced by women of color 

(Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010) and focuses solely on the issues presented by White 

females that are solely related to their skills. Although both groups face prejudices based 

on their gender, the perceptions encompass additional prejudices that interact to increase 

the barriers for minority women. 

In numerous studies (1989a; 1989b; 1991; 2000), Charol Shakeshaft has 

acknowledged that gender-based stereotypes impact the treatment of females, especially 

when they are in leadership. Shakeshaft (1991) reasoned that men and women not only 

face perceptions based on their sex, but also interact based on their own gender biases, 

even when they have received identical supervisory training. According to Shakeshaft 

and other researchers, these issues are related to school administration and should be 

explored in order to effectively change society and the educational arena: 

We must first examine ourselves. Having been raised in a sexist society, it is not 
surprising that we have ideas about what women and men can do and be, how 
males and females act, and how to treat men and women we have no control 
over what we were taught by society, school, and family. We do, however, have 
control over our actions today." (Shakeshaft, Nowell, & Perry, 1991, p. 138) 
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In a 2006 study, Rusch and Marshall stated that the current practices in 

educational leadership are rooted in the routinely accepted, though biased norms 

regarding gender and racial diversity. These norms and practices are perpetuated through 

the continual view of White male dominated leadership (Rusch and Marshall, 2006; 

Shakeshaft, 1989a; 1999, Glass et al., 2000; Grogan and Brunner, 2005), that have led to 

females being unable to access administrative positions due to the institutionalized 

privileges afforded to males (Rusch & Marshall, 2006). Although many studies have 

provided evidence of effective female leadership, both males and females prefer male 

supervisors and women are still denied opportunities for advancement, even when they 

are over-qualified (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Acknowledgement of these views 

provides support to studies that explore the observations of females in leadership, 

especially when the personal experiences of the small percentage who have reached the 

upper echelons of power are documented. 

The gender stereotypes that feminist frameworks have identified as a basis for the 

subordination of females (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008) are extremely harmful in the 

workplace (Shakeshaft et al , 1991). The identification of gender and the perceived roles 

influences the behavior of individuals as well as other's perceptions of them (Shakeshaft, 

1989a). From birth, society's prescribed gender roles determine the viewpoints and 

influence the pathways of individuals (Shakeshaft et al., 1991). Individuals who choose 

to undertake career pathways that are not traditionally related to their gender roles often 

deal with implications which are founded in societal prejudices (Shakeshaft et al.). 
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Definition of Terms 

Superintendent: One who supervises a school district (Pickett, 2006), often 

referred to as the Chief School Administrator (Edmunds, 2007). In the state researched 

for this study, these duties include being an educational leader of the schools, serving as a 

chief executive officer of the school board, and directing community relation activities. 

Superintendents are also responsible for overseeing staff personnel management, 

operational services, and finances ([ ] Department of Education, 2002). 

Personal Pathways: This term refers to the life experiences of the respondents. In 

this study, it specifically refers to the familial and private experiences that might have 

positively or negatively affected the leadership experiences of each female 

superintendent. This pathway includes the personal journey a respondent takes from birth 

to their current position in life and includes their upbringing, marital status, parental 

roles, personality traits, personal relationships, and other personal interests that 

eventually lead to the role of superintendent. This pathway may be a result of 

circumstances that are both controlled and uncontrolled by the respondent. 

Professional Pathways: This term refers to the experience and positions held by 

the respondents. In this study, it specifically refers to the occupational navigation made 

by the respondents in regards to their positions and titles prior to their appointment to the 

superintendency. This pathway includes the professional journey a respondent takes that 

involves work history, vocational choices, professional development, occupational-

related relationships, and educational preparation that eventually lead to the role of 

superintendent. This pathway is career related and involves work-related experience and 
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jobs that may be in one or more systems or organizations (Baruch & Rosenstein, 1992). 

This pathway is typically a result of circumstances that are controlled by the respondent. 

Delimitations 

Due to the nature of this study, only female superintendents will serve as 

participants. Data will only be collected from respondents who agree to participate that 

have a contracted position during the time period of data collection. In addition, since one 

of the study's primary purposes is to discuss the experiences of female superintendents 

that have attained the position, this study will not include interim superintendents who 

have not been officially appointed. 

Although males are represented in approximately 76% of national superintendent 

positions (Kowalski et al., 2010), this study will be conducted in a state that has a larger 

than average percentage of female superintendents. This state has been selected for this 

study in order to explore whether the personal or professional pathways of the 

respondents is related in any way to this higher percentage of female superintendents. 

Limitations 

This study will be limited by the willingness of female superintendents to 

participate in the study during the data collection period. An initial questionnaire will be 

used to gather the demographic data of respondents while compiling a diverse sample 

population. The collection of these data will be limited due to the response rate of the 

overall population. 

In addition, the nature of the interview process presents some limitations. The 

commitment level of participants must be high in order to gather the necessary data. 

However, the position of superintendent often involves unscheduled, crucial meetings 
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and imperative appointments that cannot be accounted for in advance. Since the 

interviewer is not personally acquainted with any of the participants in this study, 

respondents might possibly provide biased answers due to their level of comfort with the 

interviewer (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006), or the interviewer's reaction to their 

response. Since the interview process is time-consuming, interview responses will be 

provided from a small section of the overall population being studied. 

Significance of the Study 

Women that have filled superintendent roles are as diverse as our nation's school 

districts. Across the nation, female superintendents manage small, large, urban, rural, 

suburban, impoverished, and affluent districts (Grogan, 2005). In the past, numerous 

studies have explored the barriers women have encountered as school leaders; however, 

this study focuses solely on the position of school superintendent. The data gathered in 

this study may provide a profile of the typical female superintendent while expanding the 

current knowledge base of female educational leaders. 

The significance of this study is that the state explored is a southern state that 

historically has not promoted gender or racial equality in the public school setting 

(Harvey & Harvey, 2005; O'Brien, 1999). The fact should also be considered that almost 

thirty-percent of This state's public school superintendents are female, and that 

approximately 20% of them are women of color who lead some of the state's largest 

districts ( School Superintendents Association, 2009). This is a stark contrast from 

the national percentage of minority public school superintendents, with the combined 

pool of both minority males and females representing a mere 6% of public school 

superintendents (Glass & Franceshini, 2006). 
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In recent years, there has been an increase in the numbers of females preparing for 

careers in educational administration (Sharp et al., 2004). This study can be useful to 

females considering superintendent positions. The data obtained from the interviews and 

the insight provided by documented studies can provide a knowledge base for the 

discussion and exploration of women's experiences who have achieved the status of 

superintendent. By allowing current superintendents to discuss their pathways, 

information might be presented regarding strategies they have used to overcome the 

obstacles, if any, faced in their journey towards leadership (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). 

This study will also provide insight as to what commonalities possibly exist among 

female superintendents, what life experiences influenced their goal of obtaining their 

positions, and what barriers they feel exist for women-in spite of their accomplishments. 

In addition, this study can be useful to districts in regards to hiring decisions. Are 

interventions necessary, such as mentoring programs, to increase the number of female 

superintendent candidates? Are intentional, unintentional, covert, or open gender 

discrimination practices occurring within the district that possibly discourages females 

from pursuing the superintendency? Society's views of gender roles are directly related to 

the individuals seen as leaders (Edmunds, 2007). These views can be influenced by 

acquired knowledge of positive role models that defy discriminatory stereotypes. These 

role models can help aspiring female administrators feel confident in their ability to 

succeed in educational leadership (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). 

Finally, in an era of accountability that involves legislation such as No Child Left 

Behind and other government mandates regarding academic achievement ([ ] 

Department of Education, 2009), exploring the role of school superintendent may provide 
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insight that can be utilized to promote a more successful learning environment for today's 

children. Some studies have noted that a shortage of superintendency applicants exists 

(Forderaro, 2006). Superintendent retirements (Nussbaum, 2007), a smaller percentage of 

licensed candidates (Derrington & Sharratt, 2009) and potential candidates choosing not 

to pursue the position (Faulconer, 2003) are a few factors that may have contributed to 

this shortage. This issue can be detrimental to the public school system if measures are 

not taken to actively recruit and explore all qualified and interested candidates for these 

positions. 

Summary 

Although some progress has been made in the last decade, the appointment of 

female superintendents is still not occurring at an equal rate of males (Grogan & Brunner, 

2005). There are a number of factors that possibly contribute to this disparity, all of 

which relate to attitudes and beliefs regarding females in top leadership appointments 

(Sakkali & Beydogan, 2002; Shakeshaft, 2000; Sharp et al, 2004; Williams, 2005). It is 

important to research particular instances where a higher than average number of 

appointments are granted to females in order to document their specific experiences and 

note whether commonalities exist which have contributed to these outliers. In addition, 

the various pathways of these subjects should be explored to determine if their 

experiences mirror those in previous studies of female administrators. Finally, the 

documentation of these experiences will provide a record of the personal and professional 

paths of the study participants. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study is to discuss the personal and professional pathways of 

This state's female superintendents. These experiences should be documented to note 

whether the pathways of this state's female superintendents affect the documented gender 

gap among superintendents. A respondent in a study of current superintendents stated that 

the attitude of male authority is still prevalent in the Midwestern United States (Christie, 

Jackson, & Babo, 2007). It is possible that different attitudes exist in different locations 

of the country and possibly contributes to a level that is higher than the national average 

of female superintendents in the South (Florida Department of Education, 2009; [ ] 

School Superintendents Association, 2009; South Carolina Association of School 

Administrators, 2009). Since this state's percentage of male superintendents is 

approximately 70% and the national average is approximately 76% ([ ] School 

Superintendents Association, 2009; Kowalski et al., 2010), the number of males in 

leadership still far exceeds the number of females. 

This review of literature includes the historical perspective of women's struggles 

for equality in educational leadership. Data from various studies have been presented to 

provide support for the possible causes of the present gender disparity in leadership. 

Some possible reasons that will be presented include outside barriers as well as self-

imposed barriers. The outside barriers which possibly account for fewer female 

19 



20 

superintendents include the recruitment process (Hoyt, 2007), lack of mentors (Sharp et 

al., 2004), discriminatory practices (including the "Glass Ceiling" (Williams, 2005) and 

the "Good 01' Boy Network" (Kamler, 2006), and the traditional pathway to attainment 

of the position (Sharp et al.). Self-imposed barriers include the desire to remain in 

positions that allow opportunities for interaction with children (Faulconer, 2003), 

parenting choices (Faulconer, 2003), and family considerations (Sharp et al , 2004). 

Since the first appointment of this position in 1837 (Blount, 1998), the 

superintendent of schools has been considered the district's Chief Executive Officer 

(CEO) and the highest appointment within the system. They are responsible for managing 

the entire district and can be placed in the position due to appointment or election. 

Superintendents are responsible for the educational progress of students, providing 

assistance to the school board in achieving outlined goals, and maintaining fiscal 

operations ([ ] Department of Education, 2002). In addition, they must also fill the 

role of directing media and community relations ([ ] Department of Education, 2002). 

Because their duties include the effective use of personnel and political management 

skills, the duties involved have been considered "masculine" (Edmunds, 2007) and the 

ability of females to perform in this position has historically been scrutinized (Blount). 

Because the socialization of children involves role definitions, the presence of 

male and female leaders as role models is crucial (Sharp et al., 2004). Stereotypes 

regarding gender are promoted in the media that traditionally illustrate women in non-

leadership roles (Yoder, Christopher, & Holmes, 2008) to young viewers that can affect 

the leadership aspirations of boys and girls. School settings that promote "success for all" 



21 

should reflect this motto in a diverse staff of leadership (Kamler, 2006). In a survey of 

current female superintendents (Sharp et al., 2004) more than 85% of the respondents 

stated that male and female leaders were more alike than they were different. In a 2003 

study, Faulconer stated that stereotypes can be broken and gender can become less of an 

issue when society changes its practices. These practices of discrimination are often 

unconscious and can affect decision making in regards to hiring, measuring performance, 

and assigning tasks (LeBeauf, Maples, D'Andrea, Watson & Packman, 2007). 

The review of literature supports the use of Feminist Theory as the theoretical 

framework for this study. Feminist theory defines the societal gender roles that provide 

perspective through which females are viewed, as well as the roles through which they 

view themselves. These roles can support the barriers that are presented to prevent their 

advancement (Sakkali & Beydogan, 2002; Shakeshaft, 2000; Sharp et al., 2004; 

Williams, 2005), while also supporting the barriers they impose upon themselves 

(Faulconer, 2003; Gilligan, 1982). Although multiple perspectives on Feminist Theory 

exist, most feminists agree that the patriarchal system of male domination is the 

foundation upon which our society operates (Hyndman, 2009), and the main cause of 

female oppression (Groenhout, 2002; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010; Wrushen & 

Sherman, 2008). This system's ideologies and practices allow men to remain in power, 

because it is constantly supported by the mainstream culture's image of gender roles and 

family (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). These roles dictate that women must balance their 

responsibilities to their occupations as well as their families, a view that feminist theorists 

perceive as unfair, since it is not considered a requirement for both sexes. 
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According to Gilligan (2004), women are often complicit in perpetuating 

patriarchy due to their familiarity with the system. In addition, this theory is supported 

nationally and globally through the continuation of socially constructed internal schemas 

that are used to influence responses when individuals are presented with issues related to 

gender (Rusch & Marshall, 2006). These schemas often cause individuals to believe that 

there is gender-neutrality, especially when the lack of equity does not personally affect 

them and/or they are positioned high in the societal hierarchy (Rusch & Marshall). In 

educational leadership, these schemas stifle the desire of males and females to challenge 

the current status quo of male dominated leadership (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). 

Feminist Theory is strongly linked to the development of leadership skills among 

first-born females. In a patriarchal society, women are viewed as the primary caretakers 

of the household. This role involves the management of the home as well as the nurturing 

of the children (Newman, Pettinger, & Evan, 1995). As a result of this system, first-born 

females are usually assigned these roles in their mother's absence. Although they are 

often obligated to shoulder additional responsibility, these duties lead to the early 

development of personal and political leadership skills (Newman et al.). 

The development of the personality of female leaders can be linked to the 

influence of Feminist Theory in relation to the Five-Factor Model of Personality. This 

model states that five factors are primarily related to personality development: 

Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, and 

Conscientiousness. Alfred Adler theorized personality development was largely impacted 

by that birth order (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956). The ordinal birth order of a child 

influences their interaction with the adults and siblings in their family, and thus plays a 
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key role in early communication skills and leadership development (Shulman & Mosak, 

1977). In regards to females, the position of birth order is also linked to Feminist Theory 

in that many maternal roles, such as caring for children and housekeeping, are extended 

to the oldest female in the family (Shulman & Mosak). This sometimes results in more 

responsibilities within the home being placed on first-born females and them being 

directed by their parents to function as a leader by acting as a "surrogate" parent 

(Andeweg & Van Den Berg, 2003). 

The Five Factor Model of Personality (Sulloway, 1995), notes that birth order is a 

key indicator of the characteristics attributed to every individual's personality. The 

qualities that have been attributed to firstborn children: ambition, intelligence, 

achievement, and extraversion (Ashby, LoCicero, & Kenny, 2003) are identical or 

strongly similar to the identified or preferred personality characteristics of effective 

leaders (Shulman & Mosak, 1977). 

The development of personality can also influence the characteristics of leaders 

(Shulman & Mosak, 1977). Leaders that are inspired to lead due to their desire to serve 

are referred to as Servant-Leaders (Greenleaf, 1991). The ten characteristics of servant-

leadership are (Spears, 1998): empathy, listening, healing, awareness, conceptualization, 

persuasion, foresight, commitment to the growth of others, building communities, and 

stewardship. Servant-Leaders often view a move into leadership as being necessary for 

them to ensure that the necessary needs of others are being met (Crippen, 2004). Servant-

Leaders are usually motivated by their desire to "make a difference" in the lives of 

children rather than achieving adulation (Spears). 
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History 

The gender discrepancy in educational leadership has been in existence since the 

early 19th century (Blount, 1998). In addition, the numbers of female administrators tend 

to be linked with the political climate of this country (Blount; Edmunds, 2007; Kamler, 

2006; Shakeshaft, 1989b; Sharp et al., 2004). During the Civil War, women began 

entering the schools to fill the positions men who were fighting in battle left behind. 

Illinois appointed its first female superintendent, Ella Flagg, in 1909 (Edmunds, 2007). 

By the early 1900s, less than 10% of school superintendents were female (Sharp et al.). 

The number of women superintendents rose in the 1930s, around the same time as 

women began asserting their rights for equality, such as in the right to vote (Sharp et al., 

2004). Through mentoring networks, the access of women to these positions was 

strengthened (Kamler, 2006). However, these numbers also rose due to the chauvinistic 

attitudes of the time period (Blount, 1998), since it was common practice to compensate a 

woman at a much lower level than a man for performing the same duties. Horace Mann, 

an early advocate for education, argued that women should be utilized as schoolteachers, 

since they could supply cheap labor and meet the growing demands of the common 

schools (Blount). Along these same lines, districts often viewed female administrators as 

"cost-effective" and therefore promoted them in order to avoid the expense of paying a 

male at a higher rate (Shakeshaft, 1989b). 

After the ending of WWII, the percentage of female superintendents decreased. 

Service men were returning home and seeking employment. The enactment of 

government proposed programs, such as the G.I. Bill of Rights, which provided returning 

soldiers with funds for higher education allowed more males to seek certification for 
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these administrative positions. In addition, family roles were changing; women were 

encouraged to leave the job market and return home to care for their children 

(Shakeshaft, 1989b). Prejudices emerged regarding the roles of women in leadership, 

some of which still exist today (Williams, 2005). Since they greatly outnumbered males 

as teachers, the teaching profession was considered feminine (Newton, 2006). For this 

reason, men were considered a better fit for leadership positions (Newton). As a result, 

women were relegated to subordinate positions, and males were promoted at a higher rate 

than females to administrative roles (Sharp et al., 2004). 

With the passage of Title IX in 1972 (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission [EEOC], 2009), a notable increase of female superintendents would be a 

reasonable expectation, since the purpose of Title IX was to provide individuals with 

protection from gender-based discrimination (Niehaus, 2009). However, the opposite 

result actually occurred. The number of female superintendents declined more than three

fold to approximately 3% from a high of 11% in 1930 (Edmunds, 2007). By the 1970s, 

women filled 3% or less of national superintendent positions (Grogan, 2000). In 1980, 

this percentage dropped to one of the lowest points in our country's history: a mere 1% 

(Edmunds, 2007).The passage of legislation regarding gender discrimination two years 

earlier (Title IX, Pregnancy Discrimination Act) supported the fact that sexist views were 

still prevalent in the workplace, including the field of education. In fact, until the passage 

of the Pregnancy Discrimination Act in 1978 (U.S. EEOC, 2009), districts commonly 

prohibited pregnant educators from employment. 

Despite the fact that a disparity was apparent, especially in urban settings (Blount, 

1998) by the 1990s, the percentage of female superintendents had increased to slightly 
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more than 5% (Edmunds, 2007). By 1999, this percentage had more than doubled to a 

level slightly higher than existed in the 1930s (Glass et al., 2000). Currently, the 

percentage of female superintendents has increased to approximately 24% (Kowalski et 

al., 2010). However, this rate of growth will have to continue until almost 2040 for the 

gender disparity to cease to exist (Derrington & Sharratt, 2009). 

Outside Barriers Faced by Female Superintendents 

Female educational leaders sometimes face barriers to the superintendency due to 

circumstances beyond their control that are often the result of others' personal biases, 

prejudicial attitudes, and societal norms (Sakkali & Beydogan, 2002; Shakeshaft, 2000; 

Sharp et al., 2004). In addition, the presence of these barriers (Derrington & Sharratt, 

2009) can also be a contributing factor that results in other additional barriers for aspiring 

female superintendents, such as the lack of female mentors (Loder, 2005) and the 

recruiting process (Hoyt, 2007). 

Recruitment Practices 

Since females outnumber males in the educational profession (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2001), and administrators are normally recruited within the field, a 

reasonable expectation would be that a higher number of females would be recruited for 

administrative positions. However, the number of females in leadership positions, 

including the superintendency (Shakeshaft, 2000) is lower in comparison to the number 

of males. Some school boards actively practice "homosocial reproduction" and recruit 

other males to fill open superintendent positions (Hoyt, 2007). 

Experience with human resources and fiscal management are a highly desirable 

traits for candidates seeking superintendency positions (Sharp et al., 2004). The majority 
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of female administrators are employed at the instruction-focused elementary level 

(Newton, 2006; Sharp et al.), instead of the high school level, which normally involves a 

management-focused setting that includes a bigger budget and a larger staff (Newton, 

2006). In addition, women often gain administrative experience at the central office level 

and have more experience with the curriculum and instructional duties required of a 

superintendent than the financial and personnel duties (Sharp et al.). As a result, females 

are often not considered as viable candidates for superintendent positions (Sharp et al.). 

However, women who supervise small, rural districts have proven themselves to be 

competent in these areas by default; their districts are too small to hire others to assist 

with human resources and budgeting and thus they must complete these tasks themselves 

(Christie et al., 2007). 

In a recent study (Newton, 2006) both male and female superintendency 

applicants were most attracted to job announcements that emphasized the instructional 

aspects of the position (Newton, 2006). This attraction of applicants to openings is 

important, because it homogenizes the group. Recruitment messages that are not balanced 

and solely emphasize the managerial duties involved can influence the pool of applicants 

(Newton) and result in a more homogeneous group. 

Unavailable Mentors 

Having mentors available for aspiring female leaders is key to accumulating 

social capital (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Since the pool of past and current female 

superintendents is less than 50%, women have fewer opportunities to grow and develop 

with a mentor who can groom them for future superintendent positions (Sharp et al., 

2004). The majority of current superintendents are males, who often refer males within 
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their own networking system for positions (Sharp et al.). This fact is supported by data 

obtained in the AASA's 2000 study (Glass et al., 2000) which revealed that candidates 

were more likely to be placed in superintendent positions when they came from outside 

of the district (Grogan & Brunner, 2005) with males in this category being twice as likely 

to be appointed (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). However, this fact also demonstrates the 

value of mentors since more than half of female candidates are also promoted from 

outside of the district (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). The referral process for positions 

outside of the district often involves personal networks that include professional mentors 

(Newton, 2006). This lack of mentors at the district and higher education level has been 

cited as one factor that contributes to fewer women in the superintendency (American 

Association of School Administrators [AASA], 2007). 

The process of mentoring involves the establishment of personal relationships, 

which often begins with the selection of an individual the mentor identifies a similarity 

with (Kamler, 2006). Similarities include gender, race, and other personal characteristics; 

therefore it is understandable that mentors choose proteges whom are similar to them. 

Since there are fewer female superintendents, there are fewer female superintendent 

proteges (Katz, 2006). 

Once they have gained a superintendency position, many females feel isolated due 

to the small network of colleagues available to them to discuss professional and personal 

issues that are relevant to their positions (Sharp et al., 2004). More than half of the 

respondents in a study of current female superintendents stated that a major barrier to 

attaining the position was a lack of a professional network (Sharp et al.). Mentoring can 

provide a structure of support that can increase the confidence levels of novice 
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administrators (Kamler, 2006). These relationships can also help them build outside 

relationships and peer relationships that can benefit them in the execution of their duties 

(Kamler, 2006). This practice of self-reflection and cooperative learning can prove to be 

successful in grooming effective superintendents (Kamler, 2006) Female superintendents 

who have been successful in their positions have identified mentoring as an important 

factor that contributed to their success (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). 

The Glass Ceiling 

The "Glass Ceiling" can be defined as an unacknowledged, discriminatory barrier 

that prevents women from rising to positions of power or responsibility (Pickett, 2006). 

Redmond (1996) has referred to it as "a manifestation of the perpetual struggle for equal 

access and equal opportunity....[an] artificial barrier that denies women and minorities 

the opportunity to advance within their careers." One common result of the "Glass 

Ceiling" is that women are often highly scrutinized or made to feel that their performance 

level must be twice that of their male peers (Williams, 2005) since they are judged on 

their current credentials and not their future potential (Williams). Respondents to one 

study (Christie et al., 2007) stated that they believed their district would choose a male 

candidate instead of an equally qualified female one 77% of the time. 

Since women comprise more than 50% of educational administration doctoral 

candidates, but fill almost 25% of leadership positions (Sharp et al., 2004), it is highly 

likely that a "Glass Ceiling" exists in public education. This "Glass Ceiling" is often 

practiced as a circular process: stereotypes regarding women in leadership feed 

inferences, which lead to causal explanations (attributions) that are reinforced by these 

stereotypes (Williams, 2005). When programs are established to improve diversity, they 
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are often'ineffective because unconscious stereotypical attitudes influence the practices of 

decision-makers (LeBeauf et al., 2007). Highly competent women are often more 

penalized in a sexist environment than a non-sexist one (Williams, 2005). In fact, some 

women have succeeded by diminishing their competence and carefully watching their 

interactions when interacting with their male peers and superiors (Williams, 2005). In 

addition, some females avoid association with other women in their profession to avoid 

the possible retaliation of their male colleagues (Kamler, 2006). 

Within the "Glass Ceiling" other barriers can exist, such as the "maternal wall." 

Williams (2005) defined this as a barrier that can be created for women once their 

pregnancy is revealed and can continue throughout their children's elementary years. 

This can be fueled by stereotypes and attribution, so that every error related to work 

(being late, taking off) is attributed to their parenting roles (Williams, 2005). Non-

mothers of child-bearing age can also face discrimination due to the assumption that they 

will become pregnant (Williams, 2005). Women that are of child-bearing age are often 

questioned about their family status and possible parenting concerns when they are 

considered as superintendency candidates (Sharp et al., 2004, whereas men in this same 

age range rarely are. 

The practice of a Glass Ceiling is often intertwined with the "Good 01' Boy 

Network" (Williams, 2005). The "Good 01' Boy Network" can be defined as "an 

informal constellation of prominent White males" (Kamler, 2006, p. 299). This system 

functions as an exclusionary men's club (Kamler, 2006) that functions as an in-group. 

Members of this group receive advantages such as notice of jobs, knowledge of 

management strategies, exposure to gatekeepers, and increased support (Kamler, 2006). 
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This network can lead to the hiring of a male instead of a female, even when she is more 

qualified (Christi et al., 2007). Sometimes, this network is strongly supported within the 

outside community (Christie et al.). In contrast, women are considered as out-group 

members and are not provided with these privileges (Kamler, 2006). Besides gender, 

unfavorable behaviors of out-group members can be used to support their exclusion from 

the in-group (Williams, 2005) and are usually remembered longer than mistakes of in-

group members (Williams). Almost 70% of the respondents in a study of current female 

superintendents stated that one barrier to attaining the position was their exclusion from 

this network (Katz, 2006; Sharp et al., 2004). A participant in a study conducted in North 

Carolina stated that her exclusion from the "Good 01' Boy Network" would make it 

"downright impossible" for her to obtain a superintendency position (Faulconer, 2003). 

School boards have the power to recruit and hire superintendents. Since they are 

usually comprised of a large majority of males (Sharp et al., 2004), they often hire and 

recruit within their own networking system (Sharp et al.). The gender imbalance of 

school boards tends to have an impact on the gender diversity of hired superintendents 

(Washington, Miller, & Fiene, 2007). One participant in a 2007 study (Christi et al., 

2007) stated that the predominately male school board in her district had informed her 

that they were actively searching for a male candidate as her replacement since she had 

proven to be a strong leader and not the "pushover" they had perceived a female 

superintendent would be. This board also informed her that she would be the last female 

superintendent they would hire because of their experience dealing with an assertive 

female in this position. Females are often discriminated against when considered for 

hiring with all-male or predominately male school boards (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). 
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However, when the boards are diverse, females are more likely to be hired for the 

position (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). 

Race appears to be a barrier for some females (Faulconer, 2003). Almost 92% of 

women superintendents are White (Sharp et al., 2004). The remaining 8% are comprised 

of Blacks and other ethnicities (Glass et al., 2000) including 1% Hispanic, even though 

Black women are achieving educational doctorates at a higher rate than Black and 

Hispanic males (Kaba, 2005). The Glass Ceiling has been referred to as a "concrete wall" 

(Williams, 2005), when it is faced by women of color. There has been some growth 

within the last decade of White female superintendents, which some have attributed to 

Affirmative Action (Kamler, 2006), as well as the willingness of White males to more 

readily accept females which share their racial backgrounds (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 

2010); however, the growth of women of color in this position has been stagnant 

(Kamler, 2006). Black women are obtaining their positions at a much slower rate than 

White women and are three-times more likely to wait five or more years for a position 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005). When there is ethnic diversity within the school board, 

women of color are more likely to be appointed within the district (Grogan & Brunner, 

2005), while White women are least likely to be appointed. Black women are often hired 

as "change agents" within districts seeking reform (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). 

Although women of color face additional prejudices due to their race, participants in a 

2008 study noted that their gender presented a bigger barrier to their advancement than 

their ethnicity (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). 
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Traditional Pathways to the Superintendency 

The traditional path to the superintendency involves teaching, a principal position, 

and promotion to a central office position (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). The majority of 

female principals lead at the elementary level (Newton, 2006). However, the number one 

position on the pathway to the superintendency is that of high school principal (Sharp et 

al., 2004), one that is filled by approximately 15% of the female administrative 

population (Sharp et al.). Women who desire to seek superintendencies are encouraged to 

fill this position during their career path (Sharp et al). However, this is not the only 

pathway that can be followed (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). Twenty-percent of the 

respondents in study of female superintendents in Illinois and Indiana (Sharp et al.), 

stated that they had previously been elementary and middle school principals. Almost 

13% of the respondents in this same study stated that they had been high school 

principals. Some male and female superintendents do not follow the traditional pathway 

that includes a central office position (Grogan & Brunner, 2005) and a large portion of 

female superintendents obtained their position without serving as a principal (Grogan & 

Brunner, 2005) a pathway that was rarely taken by males. 

Some districts have altered the role of the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) to include the 

support of a Chief Academic Officer (CAO) that is responsible for the instruction and 

curriculum mandates of the district (Newton, 2006). This role is usually filled by women 

(Newton, 2006) and often results in females not being considered for the highly political 

role of superintendent (Newton, 2006) because they have not filled the fiscal 

management focused CEO position in their pathway. However, in the era of high-stakes 

testing that focuses on student progress and accountability these female candidates with 



34 

an instructional and curriculum background can be considered as strong candidates in 

districts that are seeking "change agents" (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). 

Self-Imposed Barriers Faced by Female Superintendents 

Female educational leaders sometimes face barriers to the superintendency due to 

circumstances that are controlled by them that are often influenced by their personal 

beliefs, family obligations, maternal influences and commitments, marital status, and 

their perceptions of societal norms (Faulconer, 2003; Sharp et al., 2004). Although these 

barriers are erected by the aspiring female leaders upon themselves, they are often the 

result of their own acknowledgement of the prejudicial attitudes towards women leaders 

and their acquiescence to them. For some, the pressure of conforming to society's defined 

roles for women is greater than the personal desire to aspire to the superintendency 

(Faulconer; Shakeshaft, 2000). 

Desire to Interact With Children 

The majority of women enter the teaching profession because they desire to teach 

children (Sharp et al., 2004); accepting superintendent position would not allow them the 

opportunity to interact on a daily basis with them. Some women view it as being too far 

from the children they care about and instead choose to remain as building-level 

administrators (Faulconer, 2003). 

Women also tend to stay in the classroom longer than men (Sharp et al., 2004); 

the average male enters administration prior to 30, while the average female stays in the 

classroom and enters after 30 (Sharp et al.). Fifty-three percent of male respondents to a 

2000 survey stated that they achieved their first leadership position prior to the age of 30; 

while only 21% of female respondents did the same (Glass et al., 2000). Once they have 
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completed a leadership pathway and are eligible to pursue the superintendency, many 

women choose not to because they perceive their advanced age to be a factor (Faulconer, 

2003). 

Family Choices 

Some women have chosen not to pursue the superintendency due to their 

emphasis on marriage and family (Faulconer, 2003). Their devotion to home and its 

responsibilities appeared to be more important than obtaining this particular leadership 

position, even though they were certified and qualified (Faulconer, 2003). One participant 

in Faulconer's study stated that she felt most women put family before their personal 

career goals, and thus might choose not to climb the professional ladder at the same pace 

as their male counterparts. 

Women who have chosen to become parents often have to deal with the 

constraints involved with raising children (Faulconer, 2003; Sharp et al., 2004) that often 

take away time that can be spent performing work duties. In a 2000 superintendent study, 

only 32% of female superintendents reported that they had raised children under the age 

of 15 while serving in their position (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). Women with children 

under the age of nine are the smallest percentage of U.S. superintendents (Derrington & 

Sharratt, 2009). 

Since most women enter the superintendency past the age of child-bearing, it is 

possible that this is a significant factor that excludes women from the superintendency 

(Sharp et al., 2004). In a survey of current superintendents, 51% of the respondents stated 

that they believed some women did not seek the position because it would require them 

to be away from their families (Sharp et al.). 
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Since more than 65% of the female superintendents in this survey did not have children, 

it is highly possible that child rearing is a personal choice that contributes to fewer 

females seeking the superintendency. 

Family and spouses often take issue with the demands of a superintendency 

position (Sharp et al., 2004) and can present a barrier in regards to relocation (Faulconer, 

2003; Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Sharp et al., Williams, 2005). More than half of the 

participants in a 2004 study of women superintendents (Sharp et al.) stated that a lack of 

encouragement from their family and peers was a barrier when they chose to seek the 

position. 

Other Possible Reasons for Self-imposed Barriers 

The political nature of the position, especially in dealing with the school board, 

appears to be a barrier for some women; many choose not to pursue the position because 

of this factor (Faulconer, 2003). The short tenure of the position also discourages some 

women from seeking the position (Faulconer, 2003) due to the unstable conditions of 

employment. Some females enter leadership and then decide not to seek the position 

(Katz, 2006) due to their satisfaction in their current positions or their knowledge of the 

difficulties the role involves. 

Characteristics of Today's Female Superintendents 

The majority of female superintendents are highly satisfied with their position 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Katz, 2006), Caucasian, middle-aged, and highly educated in 

the field of education (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Sharp et al., 2004). 

Although less than 20% of the nation's superintendents are female, more than 90% of 

them are White (Sharp et al.). 
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Women superintendents are more likely to have majored in education than men 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005) and are more likely than men to earn their doctorate degree 

(Christie et al., 2007; Sharp et al., 2004) prior to being appointed in their position. Before 

being promoted, the average female educational administrator spends several more years 

in the classroom than their male counterparts (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Newton, 2006)). 

In fact, nearly 40 percent of the male superintendents who participated in a 2000 study 

spent five years or less in the classroom prior to being promoted to administration 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005). Most men begin their superintendency in their forties (Sharp 

et al), while most women reach this same milestone almost ten years later (Sharp et al). 

As a result, once they attain the position of superintendent, the majority of current female 

superintendents are already considered middle-aged and in their fifties (Christie et al, 

2007). 

Female superintendents tend to govern large districts (which involve 25,000 or 

more students) and small districts (with 300 or fewer students) more than their male 

counterparts (Sharp et al., 2004). Medium sized districts, which average between 3,000 to 

almost 25, 000 students, are most often governed by males (Sharp et al.). In the U.S., 

women govern 50% of rural districts, 31% suburban districts, and 12% urban districts 

(Christie et al., 2007). 

Summary 

Due to the fact that the national percentage of female superintendents is 

approximately 24% (Kowalski et al., 2010), and the state considered for this study has a 

slightly higher percentage of 30% female superintendents ([—] School Superintendents 

Association, 2009), documenting of the life experiences of current female 



38 

superintendents could possibly shed light on why the number of males in leadership still 

far exceeds the number of females. 

Current researchers note that this gap may be due to a number of reasons, such as 

outside barriers (Hoyt, 2007; Kamler, 2006; Sharp et al., 2004; Williams, 2005) or self-

imposed barriers (Faulconer, 2003; Sharp et al.). Barriers that are presented from outside 

sources include the lack of available mentors (Sharp et al.), the recruitment process 

(Hoyt, 2007), the traditional professional pathway (Sharp et al.) and gender-based and/or 

racial discriminatory practices such as the including the "Good 01' Boy Network" 

(Kamler, 2006) and the Glass Ceiling (Williams, 2005). Barriers that females often 

present for themselves include maternal and parenting choices (Faulconer), marital and 

family considerations (Sharp, et al , 2004) and staying longer in the classroom to nurture 

children (Faulconer, 2003). Finally, some women decide not to pursue the position due to 

increased knowledge about the stress the role entails (Katz, 2006) and/or the political 

nature of the position (Faulconer, 2003). 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to document the personal and professional 

pathways of the minority population (Grogan & Brunner, 2005) of a southern state's 

females who have attained the superintendency. The path of their experiences that 

resulted in their attainment of the position should be explored to note whether they have 

utilized specific traits, personal qualities, or professional practices that have proven to be 

advantageous. This chapter will discuss the research methodology and procedures used in 

this study. The items discussed will include the research design, participants, procedures, 

and data analysis. 

Research Design 

Due to the fact that the primary purpose of this study was to document the life 

experiences of this state's current female superintendents, a qualitative approach using 

modified-analytic induction was used to collect descriptive data that provides a context 

for elaboration from the subjects' point of view (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Purposeful 

sampling was used to select participants for this study. A basic questionnaire was also 

used to collect initial data derived from identified female members of the [ ] School 

Superintendents Association. In order to structure a sample of subjects gathered for 

personal interviews, the results were disaggregated to compile a selected group of 
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participants for further research, based on the demographic data provided. Currently, a 

pool of 49 female superintendents exists. Of this pool, approximately 20% will be 

selected for interviews. This study involved personal interviews and minor related 

sources, which include descriptive and reflective field notes, to enrich the analysis of 

gathered data. Three types of data were used for research purposes: demographic 

questionnaires, documents related to each participant's district, and personal interviews. 

Gilligan (2004) concluded that women's lives and experiences should be provided 

with a "voice" to reduce the separation of these experiences and their relation to the 

history of humanity. Based on this viewpoint, the dominant strategy for collecting data 

was in-depth interviews of current female superintendents that were conducted in-person. 

The personal interviews used for this study were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim 

by the researcher. These semi-structured interviews primarily involved open-ended 

questions and were guided using general, topical, questions. By allowing subjects to 

respond in their own words, the researcher was able to gather information regarding their 

personal interpretations of the role of women in the superintendency. Follow-up phone 

calls were used to clarify responses and/or explain collected data. 

Research Questions 

Various studies have documented the Glass Ceiling and its effect on females 

achieving leadership (Robinson & Blumen, 2003; Shakeshaft, 2000; Williams, 2005). 

Some specific studies have addressed general female leadership as it pertains to public 

education (Weisman & Vaughn, 2007; Spencer & Kochan, 2000; Vanhook-Morrissey, 

2003). However, the position of the female superintendent has not been explored in depth 

since the population itself is limited in size (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). The specific 
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career and personal pathways of current female superintendents should be explored since 

the knowledge gained through in-depth interviews will provide a narrative for 

understanding how these subjects managed to "break" the Glass Ceiling (Williams, 

2005). The state chosen for this study has a higher percentage of female superintendents 

than the national average of approximately 24% (Kowalski et al., 2010) having 

approximately 30% female public school superintendents ([—] School Superintendents 

Association, 2009). Exploring this larger than average population of female 

superintendents could possibly reveal specific practices or trends within the state that 

might attribute to this smaller gap in gender disparity. 

The following research questions were used to guide this qualitative study: 

1. What personal pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 

2. What professional pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 

The in-depth interviews were semi-structured and included open-ended questions 

to allow subjects to reflect and provide particularized insight regarding their personal 

experiences. A few questions that guided the interview are listed below: 

1. What part of your professional pathway has contributed the most to your success 

in your role as superintendent? 

2. What was the first administrative position you held? What did you learn from this 

position that helped you navigate to your current leadership status? 

3. How would you explain the gender disparity among superintendents? 



42 

4. Based on your experience in ascending to the position of superintendent, what 

recommendations or advice would you offer to a female aspiring to this position? 

5. Describe your professional life in the context of this position? Has it been affected 

in any way since you've attained the position? 

This descriptive data obtained was further analyzed to document the personal and 

professional experiences of this state's female superintendents. 

Participants 

The participants in this study included a purposeful sample of the forty-nine 

female superintendents in a southern state. These superintendents govern the state's 

urban, suburban, and rural public school districts and do not include interim 

superintendents. Snowball sampling was also used, due to the nature of this study. Since 

the individuals interviewed are in positions of a political nature, referrals from 

superintendents who have completed interviews will assist the interviewer in gaining 

access to individuals of interest that can contribute to the study (Creswell, 1998). 

Demographic data was obtained through the mailing of a questionnaire to the entire 

population of the state's female superintendents. Of these forty-nine superintendents, a 

sample group was interviewed. As with many qualitative studies, the sample size is rather 

small (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) due to the in-depth analysis required for data collection. 

This particular state was chosen as the setting for this study due to its larger than average 

population of female superintendents. 
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Criteria for Selection 

An initial questionnaire was electronically mailed to the entire population of the 

state's female public school superintendents and used to gather personal and professional 

data to assist with the selecting of a sample. Since the purpose of this study was to 

document the reflected experiences of the state's current female superintendents, 

respondents that were in interim positions and those who had not been in their position 

for more than six months were not contacted for demographic information, since they 

were not eligible for participation in the study. The researcher chose not to include these 

individuals since an individual with less than six months of experience would possibly 

lack sage insight that would add richness to the study and an interim superintendent could 

potentially be removed from their position without notice at any time after an 

appointment for an interview had been set. This questionnaire included requests for 

information regarding district size, district type, marital status, years of experience in 

current position, ethnicity, and age in order to assemble a diverse pool of participants. In 

addition, respondents who stated that they do not wish to participate were also excluded 

from this study. After the questionnaire data was assembled, a sample group that met the 

criteria for selection was selected for interviews. 

Data Collection 

Prior to beginning the data collection process, the researcher submitted the 

required documents to Mercer University's Institutional Review Board (IRB) for 

approval to conduct research with human subjects. Although they were approached by 

the researcher and asked to consent to the study, the participants of this study entered the 

research process voluntarily with knowledge of the nature of the study and its relevance 
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to them. Participants that consented to an interview were provided with a written promise 

of confidentiality and informed that a pseudonym that would be used to protect their 

identities. 

Once approval had been granted, the state's School Superintendents Association 

was contacted to verify the names, districts, and contact information of the state's female 

superintendents. A basic questionnaire was electronically mailed to all female 

superintendents in order to gather basic demographic information such as district size, 

years of experience in the role of superintendent, and ethnicity. The university's IRB 

department created an electronic survey tool so that the researcher could electronically 

receive information from respondents and maintain the results of completed 

questionnaires. These responses were disaggregated in order to comprise a purposeful 

sample, however, snowball sampling was also be used to gather willing participants for 

the study. 

The data collection process began with an initial, introductory phone call. This 

was followed with an electronic or post office mailed contact letter that explained the 

purpose of the study in order to establish a base of prior knowledge for forthcoming 

correspondence. This contact letter and an enclosed questionnaire were used to assist 

with the selecting of a group of participants for interviewing. 

The researcher initially anticipated a response rate of 40% that would have 

allowed them an opportunity to assemble a minimal sample of approximately fifteen-

percent of the population. However, through snowball sampling, the researcher was able 

to assemble a sample of 20%) of the population. Within two weeks after the assembling of 

the data collected from the questionnaires, participants selected for the sample group 
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were contacted by phone to schedule an initial interview. Two days prior to each 

interview, participants were contacted by phone or electronically to confirm the 

scheduled dates and times. Prior to conducting the interview, basic interview questions 

and a release form were provided to participants to gain their consent. Follow up phone 

calls and visits were conducted if necessary to gather further clarification of responses. 

Interviews were audio recorded and notes were taken by the researcher during the 

interviews. This allowed the researcher to transcribe the interview verbatim as well as 

complete post interview reflections to monitor the status of collected data. One to two 

hours were allowed for the interviewing of each superintendent, depending on his or her 

level of responses. After the interviews were transcribed, electronic communication, 

telephone calls, or follow up visits were be conducted if they were necessary to allow 

subjects to review their responses and verify their accuracy. After gaining approval from 

each subject, the data was further analyzed to document the personal and professional 

pathways of female superintendents. 

Field notes were compiled during and after the interview. These notes allowed the 

researcher to document what they visually and acoustically observed while collecting and 

reflecting on the gathered data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). This process also allowed the 

researcher to note what they experienced and cogitated during the data collection process. 

Data Analysis 

One of the goals of a qualitative researcher is to understand the experiences and 

behaviors of humans (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Once personal interviews were 

conducted, they were transcribed verbatim to provide the data to be contributed to the 

study. These interviews were accompanied by field notes regarding the respondent's 
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body language, expressions, and appearance that added depth and richness to the data. 

These notes were reviewed and coded as the development of categories and subcategories 

occurred as patterns and themes emerged. The text of the transcripts was also reviewed 

and analyzed independently prior to being compared to the additional compiled 

transcripts in an effort to note trends and data while a descriptive model using modified 

analytic induction was developed. This process was effectively used in this study due to 

the study's purpose and data collection process. As data were collected from participants, 

the theory of this study developed to contain a typology of superintendents in relation to 

their career paths, personal experiences, and individual ideas. This theory was modified 

during the process and particular subjects were included or excluded in order to gather 

information regarding a developing theory (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

Each respondent's transcript, field notes, questionnaire, and other relevant 

documentation were placed in a folder. After all interviews were conducted, the data was 

analyzed to note if patterns emerged, similarities existed, or differences were present 

among the personal and professional pathways of study participants. Similar responses to 

a question that reached a level of 50% were considered salient. These data collection 

strategies were used to assist with the documentation of the pathways of current 

superintendents while noting their differences and similarities while drawing conclusions. 

These primary data sources were used to gather data for this study: (a) transcripts from 

personal interviews and (b) demographic data submitted in the questionnaires. 

Summary 

This qualitative study was designed to document the personal and professional 

pathways of) a southern state's females who have reached the position of public school 
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superintendent (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). The researcher used a qualitative approach 

using modified-analytic induction to collect descriptive data. This study utilized three 

types of data to document the personal and professional pathways of respondents: 

demographic questionnaires, documents related to each participant's district, and 

personal interviews. The researcher used purposeful and snowball sampling to assemble a 

group of respondents that reflected the diversity present among the total population of 

female superintendents. Superintendents that were employed in interim positions and/or 

who had not been in their position for more than six months were not eligible for 

participation in the study. 

Before beginning the actual research, the researcher received approval from 

Mercer University's Institutional Review Board (IRB). Prior to consenting to participate 

in the study, all respondents were knowledgeable of the nature of the study and its 

relevance to them. In addition, each participant was also provided with a written promise 

of confidentiality and informed that a pseudonym that would be used to protect their 

identities prior to their interviews. Through the use of purposeful and snowball sampling, 

the researcher was able to assemble a group that represented of 20% of the total 

population. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded in order 

to further analyze the personal and professional pathways of respondents. If responses to 

a particular question from 5 out of 9 participants shared a theme or category, they were 

considered. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The nine participants in this study completed in-depth, personal interviews and 

offered insight regarding their perceptions of barriers that existed for women, the climate 

of this state's public school superintendencies, possible causes of the gender gap among 

superintendents, and advice for aspiring female leaders. This insight was shared through 

personal experiences, professional practices, and past accomplishments. Salient themes 

were noted regarding the professional and personal pathways of participants that could be 

used to note similar characteristics regarding the personal traits and professional 

practicesof females that reach the level of superintendent. 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to uncover the personal and professional pathways 

of a Southern state's female superintendents. Through in-depth, face-to-face interviews, 

these experiences were documented since each participant provided a personal view of 

their experiences that included personal observations, advice for aspiring female leaders, 

and in-depth knowledge of gender-based discriminatory practices they have faced. Each 

respondent was assigned a pseudonym that has been used for identification throughout 

this study. These names were assigned according to the order in which each interview 

was conducted, with each common surname consecutively alphabetized to protect the 

anonymity of each participant. 

48 
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Although numerous studies have explored the barriers women have encountered 

as school leaders; this study differs because it focuses solely on the position of school 

superintendent. The data gathered in this study may provide a profile of the typical 

female superintendent while expanding the current knowledge base of female educational 

leaders. This study is significant since it notes the experiences of female superintendents 

in a Southern state that historically has not promoted gender or racial equality in the 

public school setting (Harvey & Harvey, 2005; O'Brien, 1999). However, almost 30% of 

this state's public school superintendents are female, with approximately 20% of these 

female superintendents being women of color who lead some of the state's largest 

districts ([ ] School Superintendents Association, 2009). In contrast, nationally, less 

than 7% of all public school superintendents are people of color (Glass & Franceshini, 

2006). 

A basic questionnaire was used to collect initial data derived from female 

members of the state's superintendent's association. A purposeful sample of respondents 

was selected for personal interviews. Five responses that share a theme will achieve a 

level of saliency, since the researcher considers more than 50% to be a level of saturation 

in a category (Creswell, 1998). The respondent's in this study represent approximately 

20% of the state's female superintendents. The following three types of data were used 

for research purposes: demographic questionnaires, documents related to each 

participant's district, and personal interviews. 

The process of modified analytic induction was used in this study since it was 

aligned with the purpose of the study and the data collection process used. The researcher 

began with the theory that early leadership along the personal pathway of each participant 
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would be a factor that influenced the quest for leadership along her professional pathway. 

As data was coded, the emergence of identifying themes and categories arose from the 

experiences of respondents. This theory was modified during the process according to the 

guidelines discussed by Bogdan and Biklen (2007). 

Nine of the state's female superintendents were interviewed for this qualitative 

study. (A tenth superintendent agreed to participate, but encountered a severe medical 

emergency on the date of the scheduled interview and was unable to reschedule for health 

reasons.) All interviews were completed face-to-face, and were audio taped to capture the 

participant's responses verbatim. This process also enhanced the validity of the study by 

providing an accurate record of the interaction between the researcher and the research 

participant while supplying a precise account of participant responses for subsequent 

analysis. The responses and results of the interviews have been organized around this 

study's specific research questions: What personal pathways led to the attainment of a 

superintendent position for study participants? What professional pathways led to the 

attainment of a superintendent position for study participants? Eight additional guiding 

questions were used during interviews to promote candid, open dialogue. However, due 

to the conversational flow of respondents and the depth of information provided, all 

guiding questions were not asked during every interview if they were previously covered 

in the participant's responses. 

The goal of this study was to get a detailed experience that captured the "voice" 

of this state's female superintendents. Approximately 20% of the state's female 

superintendents were purposely sampled in order to provide the viewpoints of 
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superintendents that had varied experiences, either due to age, district size, experience, 

ethnicity, and student diversity. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to guide this qualitative study: 

1. What personal pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 

2. What professional pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 

Respondents 

The state selected for this study currently has 49 female public school 

superintendents. Of these 49, ten agreed to participate, and nine were included in this 

study. (The tenth superintendent was prevented from participating due to health reasons.) 

All respondents consented to face-to-face, recorded interviews, as well as completed a 

questionnaire to provide additional data. 

Respondent Characteristics 

Of the nine interviewed superintendents, specific data were gathered regarded 

demographic characteristics. All respondents range in age from 45-65 years old. The 

majority of the superintendents had more than five years experience, with only one 

superintendent being a first year superintendent. Two respondents had two-three years of 

superintendency experience, and two had nine or more years. All of the superintendents 

were employed in K-12 public school districts. The majority of the respondents' 

governed rural school districts, while one supervised a small town district, one supervised 
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a suburban district, and three supervised urban districts. All respondents were satisfied 

with their appointments and their length of stay supported this fact: seven of the nine 

respondents were in their first appointment, while one was in her second appointment and 

one was in her third. The respondent with the most experience had a total of eighteen 

years superintendency from more than one district. The third longest reigning 

superintendents was in her 32nd year in the same school district, having begun her career 

as a special education teacher and completing her 1 l l year as a superintendent. The 

superintendents in this study governed district sizes that varied from less than 2, 999 

students to approximately 50, 0000 students. 

After the interviews were conducted, pseudonyms were selected as code names 

for each superintendent for identification purposes when reporting the results in this 

study. The names chosen were selected based on the order in which each interview was 

conducted, with each common surname progressing through the alphabet and selected in 

a manner to protect the anonymity of each participant. Each participant is detailed below. 

Respondent 1- Alexander 

The first respondent, Superintendent Alexander, is approximately 55-60 years of 

age, married, and the oldest sibling in her family. She identifies herself as being of mixed 

heritage. However, in conversations she referred to herself as African-American and even 

discussed the progress of African-American female superintendents in an encompassing 

manner as if she also identified herself within this group. 

Superintendent Alexander has more than ten years total experience as a 

superintendent. In her interview, she discussed in great length her appreciation for nature 

and admiration of the characteristics of eagles. She chatted about their monogamous, life-
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long mating traits and their ability to focus and "swoop down and get" what they want 

due to their accurate timing and precision. She describes these traits as those she feels she 

possesses, values, or desires. Although she describes the role of superintendent as being 

very satisfying, and very rewarding, she also describes it as having considerable stress. 

When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the gender disparity of women 

in the superintendency, Supt. Alexander stated that the following four factors are most 

responsible: the absence of mentors at the district level, absence of mentors in higher 

education programs, gender discrimination by boards, and recruitment methods used for 

available superintendency positions. 

Respondent 2- Bridges 

The second respondent, Superintendent Bridges, is approximately 60-65 years of 

age, married, and the middle sibling in her family. She identifies herself as African-

American. Superintendent Bridges has more than ten years total experience as a 

superintendent that she gained from more than two districts. She has gained about half of 

her years of experience in her current superintendency and attributes much of her success 

to having a strong support system, both personally and professionally, even though she 

did not have a mentor prior to becoming a superintendent. 

In her interview, Supt. Bridges discussed in great length the fact that female 

superintendents have to make a "trade-off in order to fulfill the responsibilities of 

motherhood and family while serving in the position. Superintendent Bridges summed up 

her views in the following statements: 

I always tell, kind of half-jokingly, male superintendents have wives. Many times 
those wives don't work, or if they work they work in education and they work to 
help the superintendent with all the other pieces that you need help with when 
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you're working 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. But a female superintendent's still 
a wife, she's still as mother, and, um I think those are some of the trade-offs that 
women have to think about when they take on the job. 

Supt. Bridges governs a large school district. Although she describes the role of 

superintendent as being very satisfying, and very rewarding, she also describes it as 

having considerable stress. When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the 

gender disparity of women in the superintendency, Supt. Bridges stated that the following 

six factors are most responsible: the absence of mentors at the district level, gender 

discrimination by boards, recruitment methods used for available superintendency 

positions, family concerns, working conditions of the superintendency are not appealing 

to women, and the presence of a "Glass Ceiling." 

Respondent 3- Coles 

The third respondent, Superintendent Coles, is approximately 45-49 years of age, 

divorced, and the oldest sibling in her family. She identifies herself as White. Of all 

respondents, Superintendent Coles has the least amount of experience and has only 

served in one district. 

Unlike most respondents, who have a core curriculum instructional background, 

Supt. Coles has a teaching background in the area of fine arts. In her interview, Supt. 

Coles discussed the value of her professional pathway and the variety of her experiences: 

" . . .1 have truly a Pre-K through 12 spectrum which I think has afforded me a broader 

scope when looking at, um, at avenues of all children. I think that's the key." 

Supt. Coles governs a suburban district and describes the role of superintendent as 

being very satisfying, and rewarding, yet having considerable stress. At one point in her 

life, Supt. Coles was a stay-at home mother who chose to place her parenting 



55 

responsibilities first and place her professional aspirations on hold. Her response explains 

why some women choose this self-imposed barrier is an actual, conscious choice: "Yes, I 

chose to stay home. . . it just seemed like the right thing to do. And so I did that for six 

years until one day, I said, "It's time for me to go back. " 

When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the gender disparity of 

women in the superintendency, Supt. Bridges stated that the following two factors are 

most responsible: the absence of mentors at the district level, and gender discrimination 

by boards. 

Respondent 4- Davis 

The fourth respondent, Superintendent Davis, is approximately 50-54 years of 

age, married, and the oldest sibling in her family. She identifies herself as White. 

Superintendent Davis has more than five years total experience as a superintendent that 

she has gained from her rural district, her first and only appointment. Unlike most 

respondents, her professional background did not include any principalships. However, 

she feels that this has proven to be an advantage, since she governs a small system of less 

than 3,000 students. 

What I've had that I brought to the superintendency would be an attention to 
details, and then um a very comprehensive knowledge of all the federal programs, 
and personnel, and the laws, and the rules, and policies, and all that. Which in a 
small system you have to know all that because you have to do it, you know? 
Everything from scheduling, buses, to hiring your personnel, working with 
professional standards on that to um, you know all your federal documentation.... 
.You have to fit in budget, all of those things, so you know I learned to do those 
things as an Executive Director and now I get to do them as superintendent 
instead of giving them to somebody else to do (laughs). 

Although Supt. Davis describes the role of superintendent as being very 

satisfying, and very rewarding, she also describes it as having very great stress. However, 



56 

she acknowledges that women superintendents who are successful achieve due to their 

ability to confront this stress with a vision: " . . . some of the ones [female 

superintendents] that I've met that have been the most successful have been visionaries." 

When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the gender disparity of 

women in the super intendency, Supt. Davis stated that the following four factors are most 

responsible: gender discrimination by boards, family concerns, the working conditions of 

the superintendency are not appealing to women, and the recruitment methods used for 

available superintendency positions. 

Respondent 5- Evans 

The fifth respondent, Superintendent Evans, is approximately 55-60 years of age, 

married, and the oldest sibling in her family. She identifies herself as White. 

Superintendent Evans has less than five years total experience as a superintendent that 

she gained from her district, which has been her first and only appointment. In addition to 

the superintendency being her first appointment, it is also a "first" for the district: she is 

the first female superintendent ever appointed within the district. She's aware that this 

factor has been both a positive and a negative: "I mean I've gotten a lot of support 

because of that. But I have really taken some hits because of it...." 

Supt. Evans governs a small-town district of approximately 10,000 students. 

Although she describes the role of superintendent as being very satisfying, and very 

rewarding, she also describes it as having very great stress: "...its huge stress....but it is 

just so rewarding for me to able to stand at graduation and look at my kids. And to look at 

my teachers who are doing great things." 
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When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the gender disparity of 

women in the superintendency, Supt. Evans stated that the following eight factors are 

most responsible: the absence of mentors at the district level, absence of mentors in 

higher education programs, gender discrimination by boards, recruitment methods used 

for available superintendency positions, family concerns, working conditions of the 

superintendency are not appealing to women, fear, the presence of a "Glass Ceiling", and 

women lacking experience in operations, budgeting, and human resources. 

Respondent 6- Fields 

The sixth respondent, Superintendent Fields, is approximately 55-60 years of age, 

married, and the youngest sibling in her family. She identifies herself as White and she 

governs a district of less than 3,000 students. She has less than 10 years experience as a 

superintendent that she gained from her district, which has been her first and only 

appointment. Although she describes the role of superintendent as being very satisfying, 

and very rewarding, she also describes it as having considerable stress. Of the total 

respondents, she is one of only two who are the youngest sibling. However, unlike Supt. 

Hinton, the other respondent who was the youngest sibling, Supt. Fields does not identify 

herself as the youngest and is not considered as the youngest sibling in the family due to 

extenuating characteristics that she clearly describes when discussing her personal 

pathway: 

My brother. . .went into the service. So in, in fact I became an only child at, at 
probably the age of 12. So you know, that may be a difference. The other thing I 
think is different is that my brother, when he was about 22 or 23, he got ( ) 
Disease, and so he was sick of a good portion of his life and . . . .1 ended up being 
the caretaker. So, I think when you go into those roles . . . . you kind of take a 
leadership role. 
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When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the gender disparity of 

women in the superintendency, Supt. Fields stated that the following five factors are most 

responsible: the absence of mentors at the district level, gender discrimination by boards, 

recruitment methods used for available superintendency positions, family concerns, and 

the presence of a "Glass Ceiling." 

Respondent 7- Greene 

The seventh respondent, Superintendent Greene, is approximately 55-60 years of 

age, married, and the oldest sibling in her family. Supt. Greene identifies herself as 

White. She governs a district of less than 10,000 students and has approximately five 

years total experience as a superintendent that she gained from her district, which has 

been her first and only appointment. Although she describes the role of superintendent as 

being very satisfying, and very rewarding, she also describes it as having both moderate 

and considerable stress. 

When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the gender disparity of 

women in the superintendency, Supt. Greene stated that the following four factors are 

most responsible: the absence of mentors at the district level, family concerns, working 

conditions of the superintendency are not appealing to women, and the desire of women 

to remain in closer contact with students. 

Respondent 8- Hinton 

The eighth respondent, Superintendent Hinton, is approximately 60-65 years of 

age, married, and the youngest sibling in her family. She identifies herself as White and 

governs a district of less than 10,000 students. She has less than 10 years total experience 

as a superintendent that she gained from her district, which has been her first and only 
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appointment. Supt. Hinton credits her experiences in the area of special education as 

being a benefit to her. Although she describes the role of superintendent as being very 

satisfying, and very rewarding, unlike most respondents, she also describes it as having 

little stress. 

Supt. Hinton credits her nontraditional pathway as being beneficial because it 

helped her understand the needs of students, the needs of the community, and the 

importance of respecting the constituents of the district as people, regardless of their 

backgrounds. However, she also feels this experience helped her to navigate to her 

current position because she began to understand the political nature of the position. 

It taught me a very important thing about power and how insecure some of these 
people could be. Prior to that, I was hospital homebound teacher. And I went to a 
lot of homes.. . . And there was no place I was afraid to go. And they would catch 
fish for me, and give me tomatoes and greens, they were so appreciative. And I 
would, I'd drag film projectors and.. .because if they had muscular dystrophy, I 
really had to bring the classroom into their home. And the superintendent there 
picked up on people pointing and waving at me, and if we were standing out on 
the courthouse square people would be screaming across at me and not him, and 
he became very fearful, and then started making my life a living hell and I left. . . 
That's when you were elected, way back then. And I guess since he was elected, 
he thought I was gonna run against him or something. 

When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the gender disparity of 

women in the superintendency, Supt. Hinton stated that the following two factors are 

most responsible: family concerns and gender discrimination by boards. 

Respondent 9- Irving 

The ninth respondent, Superintendent Irving, is approximately 55-60 years of age, 

married, and the oldest sibling in her family. She identifies herself as White and governs 

a district of less than 5,000 students and has more than 10 years total experience as a 

superintendent that she gained from her district, which has been her first and only 



appointment. She describes the role of superintendent as being very satisfying, very 

rewarding, and having little stress. Unlike any other respondent, she has served as both 

the district's first female high school principal, and later as the district's first female 

superintendent. In her interview, she opens up and describes her experience: "I was 

encouraged to apply by .. .the principal who left. He said, "You need to apply for this 

job... .in the future you never know what it might bring." 

When asked about which factors she believes contribute to the gender disparity of 

women in the superintendency, Supt. Irving stated that the following three factors are 

most responsible: family concerns, working conditions of the superintendency are not 

appealing to women, and the desire of women to remain in closer contact with students. 

Superintendents' Responses 

The responses and results of the interviews have been organized around this 

study's specific research questions: 

1. What personal pathways led to the attainment of a superintendency position for 

study participants? 

2. What professional pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for 

study participants? 

To provide clarity and understanding of the responses, the results summarize the 

experiences shared by the superintendents of their personal and professional pathways 

that led to their attainment of superintendency. These responses will also include 

information regarding barriers they believe to exist and recommendations for aspiring 

females. Participants in this study were asked to share the experiences that contributed to 
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them becoming superintendent. They were also asked to describe the possible personal 

and professional barriers that they experienced while pursuing the position and those they 

faced once they had achieved it. The responses to the questions unveiled several common 

themes among this state's women superintendents that have been detailed in narrative 

form. 

Impact of Personal Pathway 

Each female superintendent that participated in the study was asked to reflect on 

what part of their personal pathway they felt contributed the most to their attainment of 

the position and success in the role. The personal pathway refers to the life experiences of 

the respondents. In this study, it specifically refers to the familial and private experiences 

that might have positively or negatively affected their leadership experiences. The 

purpose of this question was to determine if any common themes or generalities could be 

identified due to similar experiences that may in some way contributed to their attainment 

of a superintendent position. 

Each participant was also asked to describe their personal life in the context of 

this position and whether it had been affected in any way since their attainment of the 

superintendency. In addition, each superintendent provided personal information 

regarding her marital status, age, race, parental roles, and birth order. Participants were 

also questioned regarding their perceived stress levels and how rewarding they 

considered the position to be. This information was discussed during each interview, and 

participants were encouraged to elaborate and share private thoughts that were related to 

the information they presented. 
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When participants were asked to determine what part or parts of their personal 

pathway has contributed the most to their success as superintendent, two major themes 

emerged regarding birth order and early leadership experiences. The majority of 

respondents were first-born females who acknowledged having to exhibit some 

leadership amongst their siblings within the home. Secondly, most respondents also 

experienced early leadership outside of the home prior to leaving high school, whether in 

athletics or other extracurricular activities. 

Influence of Birth Order 

The majority of respondents interviewed were first-born siblings within their 

families. One individual, Supt. Bridges, is the middle child; Supt. Hinton is the youngest 

child. Six of the nine remaining participants were the eldest sibling in their family. 

However, seven of the nine participants identified themselves as the eldest sibling in the 

family. One participant, Supt. Fields, responds that although she is the youngest in the 

family of two, she is considered as the oldest due to a different set of circumstances. For 

one, there is a large age gap between her and her older brother. So much so that she really 

didn't consider him as a sibling for a large portion of her childhood. Secondly, her 

brother became afflicted with a debilitating illness, which forced her to accept the 

leadership role within the family and become the caretaker for him and her ailing parents. 

" . . . . he was sick of a good portion of his life and umm, I, I al-, always seemed to be 

around people that are, have an issue. When it was my husband or something, and I 

ended up being the caretaker." 

The level of saliency was achieved with the responses to this question, due to the 

fact that 6 of the 9 of the respondents were the eldest child in their families, while 7 of the 



63 

9 identified themselves as the eldest. Shulman and Mosak (1977) concluded in their study 

that an individual's psychological perception of their position within their family is a 

more considerable factor than their actual birth order. Therefore, Supt. Field's 

psychological perception of her birth order should be considered and the data should 

reflect that 7 of the 9 of the respondents as the eldest in their families. All of the 

respondents who identified as the eldest sibling noted that their birth order had some 

influence on the development of their leadership skills. 

The first respondent, Supt. Alexander, is the oldest of three siblings. She noted 

that her birth order influenced her to aspire for leadership positions due to the theory of 

achievement orient that is usually experienced by firstborns (Adler, 1924). She 

referenced this study and summarized this influence during her interview: 

".. .there's research on sibling placement and it all says that the oldest or first-born— has 

what's called "achievement orient" and there's research on what "achievement oriented" 

means. And, you know, you want to do well, you aspire for the CEO positions as opposed 

to mid-level positions, um, you know?" 

Supt. Coles has one brother that is six years her junior. She noted that being the 

eldest was one factor that allowed her to develop her leadership skills. When she was 

asked if her leadership skills began in the home, she responded: "I would give some 

credence to that. I will." Supt. Coles also discussed her tendency to be more concerned 

with her status and performance, a factor that Zajonc's (2001) study noted was more 

often exhibited by firstborns. During her interview, she stated: "I think what has driven 

me is that I'm always afraid that I'm not gonna be good enough. So I'm always an 

overachiever in order to try to be good enough." 



Supt. Davis also discussed the influence of being the eldest sibling in relation to 

leadership development. Growing up, she was required to assist her mother with parental 

and homemaking duties when she chose to pursue her educational ambitions. Supt. 

Davis' responses also support Newman, Pettinger, and Evan's 1995 research that the 

roles of eldest females socially differ from those of eldest males, with females being held 

more responsible for babysitting siblings and performing household duties. Although her 

father was present, in the absence of her mother, the majority of female-oriented parental 

duties fell to her, even before she reached the age of puberty: 

I had brothers and sisters at home, so even at very young age I think I was even 
II then, I took care of them in the summer you know.. .1 have one sister that's 
right behind me. And then I have a sister and brother that are a lot younger than 
me, like 10 years younger...well, my parents were both teachers and that was 
before teachers made anything so we were very poor. And my mom, I remember 
she went to (a southern state university) one summer, or two summers to get her 
Master's degree.. .my dad was at home because he was a teacher, but you know. 

Supt. Evans discussed her role as the eldest sibling. She admits to being a leader 

in the home while growing up by assisting in the rearing of her two sisters: one four years 

younger and one thirteen years younger. Due to her mother's focus on her father after he 

became ill, she provided the necessary nurturing to her youngest sister and admits to 

being her surrogate parent. She realizes that since she had leadership requirements within 

the home, her second sister took on leadership roles outside of the home because she had 

more freedom from responsibility. In her response, she states: ".. .and it's really funny 

because my second sister, the, the middle one is the one who always took those 

leadership roles when we were little kids though, at school and church and all that." 

When Supt. Greene discussed her role as the eldest sibling, she elaborated on the 

social differences that were present in her family that was headed by a first-generation 
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American father. As the eldest girl, she was expected to assist with female roles in the 

household. However, outside leadership expectations were not the same for her and her 

younger brother: 

I have a younger brother, he is um, the CFO, Chief Financial Officer, vice 
president for a corporation. You know we both came from the same background, 
we both had to work very, very hard—... .1 would say that if I didn't go to 
college, um, had I become a legal secretary that would have been promotion in 
my family. That I wanted to go to college, that was okay, as long as I could work 
and pay for books and my clothing and the kind of things that teenaged and young 
women want. And my brother, it was more expected you know that he would go 
to college. There was a GENDER difference in the way we were treated. 

Supt. Irving also discussed her role within her family as the eldest female. She has 

a younger sister, who is almost four years, her junior. During her high school years, she 

discussed how she was encouraged to seek leadership opportunities and participate in 

sports, even though the opportunities were limited during her time. "This is how old I am, 

the high school I went to, they built a brand new one and so they were in the process of 

adding teams and so there were very few sports for females. They had volleyball so I 

played volleyball. And I was the co-captain there." 

Supt. Fields discussed the fact that psychologically, she considers herself as the 

eldest in the family. These factors are due to the large age gap between her and her older 

brother and his early diagnosis of a debilitating disease. During her interview, she 

acknowledged the fact that her perceived birth order influenced her leadership 

development: 

So you know, that's, that may be a difference. The other thing I think is different 
is that my brother when he was about 22 or 23 he got Hopkins Disease, and so he 
was sick of a good portion of his life and . . .1 ended up being the caretaker. So, I 
think when you go into those roles... You kind of take a leadership role. 
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The saliency of responses supports the historic research findings of Adler (1924) 

regarding the impact of birth order on personality development. Sulloway (1995) went on 

to summarize his conclusions in the Five Factor Model of personality that firstborns tend 

to be more ambitious and academically successful than their younger siblings. In 

addition, firstborns also tend to have assertive personalities (Zajonc, 2001), a quality that 

can be an asset in the area of leadership. 

Influence of Early Leadership 

Eight of the nine respondents had experienced some level of leadership before the 

age of eighteen, whether from within their families, churches, or schools. As a result, the 

responses to this question were also considered salient. Of these eight respondents, only 

one individual did not experience early leadership outside of the home. This respondent, 

Supt. Evans, might have been limited to providing leadership solely within the home due 

to extenuating circumstances that were present in her family after her father's heart attack 

during her early teen years. She admitted to being active in school, but being reluctant to 

take a leadership role. She states: ". . . never wanted to be captain of anything. Umm, I 

was always a part of the team, I was a cheerleader and I was this and I was that, you 

know. But as far as being the person that took the lead, and went with it, I didn't do it." 

Since she was the oldest, with one sister four years younger and one thirteen years 

younger, she admits to being a surrogate mother to her youngest sister while her mother 

was caring for her father (who remained ill until his death a few years ago). In hindsight, 

she realizes that she encouraged her middle sister to take on outside leadership roles 

because she had more freedom from responsibility: 
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Actually my dad umm, had his first heart attack when my little sister was like, 6. 
So from that time on, I was....1 was it for her, you know? I was, I was it. You 
know my mom, which when I look at it now, my mother was 35 when she was 
born and that is so young now, but back then it was like "Oh my gosh, your 
mother is so old to have this baby." And it's really funny because my second 
sister, the, the middle one is the one who always took those leadership roles when 
we were little kids though at school and church and all that. 

Some respondents admitted that they did not realize a possible connection 

between their early leadership and their current role until they were questioned during the 

interview. Supt. Bridges remarks with humor when she takes note of this fact: 

So, I have been (chuckles) in many, many—and I look back, I didn't realize then 
that these things were all stepping stones to—particular the debating society. I 
was very active and very much a leader there and traveled all over the country and 
you know, debated there with female and mixed groups and, uh, and I think that, 
that experience more than any probably has helped me in my current role as 
superintendent. 

Supt. Alexander also discussed the fact that she has always been a leader. She 

remains in close contact with her childhood friends and shares that they often remind her 

she has always been the leader of the group. She states, ". . .they're not surprised at what 

I'm doing because I was, they said I was the president of the club, the social club. I was 

the president.. .of so many clubs in high school." 

Like Supt. Bridges, Supt. Alexander did not realize the impact of her many 

leadership roles until her interview. The leadership skills she developed in high school 

continued through college, prior to her entering the educational workplace. She discusses 

her experiences: 

And like I said it was eight of us. We gave parties, we were the upscale girls, and 
um, we did good social service kind of stuff, you know? Civic kind of stuff—in 
high school. Um, and, let me see, active in church. I mean, you know, I did the...I 
was a cheerleader, I wasn't captain, but I was a cheerleader, um got to college and 
I was president of my sorority. I forgot that, you know that? 
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Supt. Coles also discussed her high school leadership. In a striking similarity to 

her current position, she played a leadership role in a position that was usually dominated 

by males. ". . .well, I was the drum major in band." Coles also was active in other areas, 

and like other respondents, excelled in sports: 

I did some student council stuff, things like that. But probably, my biggest 
accomplishment, I played piano for choruses. Music was probably my area, I was 
also in sports. I played on the traveling softball team, I was the pitcher. I played 
basketball a little bit, but probably music was my avenue that allowed me to really 
explore more things. 

Other respondents discussed their leadership in sports, some during the era prior 

to Title IX when opportunities for females were few. It is possible that these respondents 

chose sports because it was one of the few opportunities available to them to exhibit their 

leadership skills. Supt. Fields summarizes this view when she discusses her high school 

leadership opportunities. "I was an officer.. .captain of the cheerleaders for four years... I 

think the opportunities at that time were rather limited." 

Supt. Irving also recalls how, as a female, she had to seek out opportunities in 

athletics that were restricted to just a few activities. She discussed how her experiences as 

co-captain of a volleyball team allowed her to develop her leadership skills: ". . .we had 

very little in terms of teams. And I was very active in clubs and things like that, but I 

loved the sporting aspect of it, so and that helps you I think." 

Supt. Hinton also shared a personal experience that illustrates the drive and 

ambition that appears to have influenced her leadership development. During her 

interview, she discussed how her father influenced her to emerge as an athletic leader 

within her school: 
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I wasn't the Captain. The Captain got sick and I got that leadership role by proxy. 
But the coach, I just loved her to death, when we came back to visit her and it had 
been years, years! And we were in our professions and she said, "I'll always 
remember you. Because one time we were at field hockey camp" (and that was 
one of my favorite sports) and she said "I called time out and before I could get a 
word out, you had taken over. And you were telling them, and you just chewed 
the very people I was fixing to get onto, and it was more powerful for it to have 
come from you as a peer. "And I was really small then, and I almost didn't make 
the varsity because they thought the wind was gonna blow me over and I had to 
get out there and fight for my position, which I did successfully because they had 
sent another girl to camp. And I said, "Oh, God! How could they?" And my 
father said, "You can cry and sulk, or you can take a field hockey puck and start 
driving it into the sand and when they get back you'll be able to do it better than 
them." And that's what I did and the girl they took [to camp], I took her position. 

Other respondents indicated that they also sought leadership opportunities that 

were available during their era, however scarce they might have been. Supt. Davis 

discussed how she chose to emerge as a leader by utilizing her public speaking skills 

within her school and church, since she did not feel comfortable choosing athletics as a 

pathway: 

It seems like that it's always fallen my way in the leadership position because I'm 
not scared to speak in front of people, umm I do preaching, I play the piano you 
know for groups, or your know for special occasions. So umm, those things plus 
in high school I had a really tough, tough English teacher who taught some kind 
of Advanced English kind of stuff. And she taught us how to write, and just those 
skills of writing and public speaking, I don't know the, the, you know it just has 
always sort of thrown you into a place to be a leader. 

These responses provide support for research that considers possible links 

between personality and leadership (Judge, Bono, Hies, & Gerhardt, 2002). One of the 

"Big Five Traits of Leadership" is Extraversion, is closely related to social leadership and 

some studies suggest that extraverts most likely emerge as leaders within a group (Judge, 

Bono, Hies, & Gerhardt). 
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Impact of Professional Pathway 

Each female superintendent that participated in the study was asked to reflect on 

what part of their professional pathway they felt contributed the most to their attainment 

of the position and success in the role of superintendent. The professional pathway refers 

to the experience and positions held by the respondents. In this study, it specifically refers 

to the occupational navigation made by the respondents in regards to their positions and 

titles prior to their appointment to the superintendency. The purpose of this question was 

to determine if any common themes or generalities could be identified due to similar 

experiences that may in some way contributed to their attainment of a superintendent 

position. 

When participants were asked to determine what part or parts of their professional 

pathway has contributed the most to their success as superintendent, many salient themes 

were identified. The majority of respondents indicated that their professional experiences 

had the greatest impact on their success in either attaining a superintendency or 

effectively implementing their duties once they had obtained the position. All of the 

participants that responded to this question discussed experiences that included non-

education and education related positions. Salient themes that emerged included the 

development of communication skills, the acquisition of essential knowledge that they 

now used in their role as superintendents, the development of empathy for stakeholders, 

the development of confidence, the impact of educational preparation, and the influence 

of professional mentors. 
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Typical Positions 

The most common role directly prior to superintendency appointment is the 

highest subordinate role to the position, with 6 of the 9 of the respondents having 

completed this role. The job title differs according to districts, but is either referred to as 

Assistant Superintendent or Associate/Deputy Superintendent. Two of the nine 

respondents were promoted to the superintendency directly from the position of principal, 

and one of the nine respondents was promoted to the superintendency directly from the 

position of Director. 

Two of the respondents, Supt. Alexander and Supt. Irving, traveled the typical 

pathway (Sharp et al., 2004) that included a high school principalship prior to being 

appointed superintendent. However, both of their experiences also appear to be "atypical" 

in relation to the research, even among the small percentage of female superintendents 

from this study. Since the majority of female administrators are employed at the 

instruction-focused elementary level (Newton, 2006; Sharp et al.), instead of the high 

school level, the fact that these two participants received their administrative experience 

at the high school level is not typical. 

In regards to Supt. Alexander, there are other facts to consider. Although 

approximately 18% of the country's superintendents are female (Grogan & Brunner, 

2005) almost 92% of them are White (Sharp et al., 2004). The remaining 8% are 

comprised of Blacks and other ethnicities (Glass et al , 2000) with the next largest 

ethnicity being Hispanic, which comprise 1% of this remaining 8%. Since Supt. 

Alexander identifies herself as being of mixed-race and representing two minorities, she 
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therefore represents a category that is virtually non-existent (Glass et al.) among female 

superintendents. 

Supt. Irving's navigation of her district's "Good 01' Boy Network" (Kamler, 

2006) to become the first female to serve in two prominent positions represents an 

atypical experience among respondents as well as most female superintendents (Newton, 

2006; Sharp et al., 2004). Having been hired as both the first female high school 

principal and superintendent in her district, Supt. Irving represents an individual who has 

successfully navigated through this network, whether actual or perceived, especially 

considering her appointment has been made within the last decade. During her interview, 

she even acknowledges that some type of barrier existed prior to her appointment: "I do 

think, for a long, long, long time it's just been a male-dominated profession that 

was a major step in this community for them to even hire a female principal, let alone a 

female superintendent." Of the nine respondents, Supt. Irving was one of two individuals 

that participated in this study and was also their district's first female superintendent. 

Development of Communication Skills 

Six of the nine respondents discussed the development of effective 

communication skills as a result of previous occupational experiences along their 

pathway. Surprisingly, some discussed early work experiences that were non-education 

related yet provided them with "people skills" that they still use in their current role. 

Supt. Alexander discussed one of her first jobs, and how this position taught her how to 

deal with people: 

I worked as a cashier in this place called "Thrifty Meyer, Thrifty Acre's" which 
was basically a grocery store that today looks like a Walmart because it has all 
this stuff in it. . . what I learned there, was how to interact with all kinds of 



73 

people.. ..people who were friendly, they were grouchy, sometimes they just 
talked, talked, talked, talked, talked, you know and you were ringing up their 
groceries and people wanted to point out to you "oh, you didn't ring this up right, 
why'd it come to, you know" and so, just, just that interaction with people and 
um, something you call customer service and just doing what you do, you do on a 
quality level. . . I think that was one experience that helped me. 

Two superintendents discussed the impact of their past corporate employment on 

the development of their communication skills. Supt. Evans discussed her various 

experiences in the corporate world: 

I worked in human resources for a while. And I also worked in the medical field 
for a while. And.. . .although I, I was prepared for teaching, I mean that's where I 
had my educational preparation, when I started looking for a job I couldn't find a 
job where we lived at the time working with insurance in retail... .that 
was very helpful. So I kind of went up that corporate ladder. . . .1 learned an awful 
lot about leadership from a business standpoint from that. 

Supt. Greene also expanded her communication skills through her corporate 

experiences. "The understanding that you're working across from people . . .that you're 

gaining information from and delivering information to is really critical." 

Supt. Hinton expressed the impact of all of her previous positions on her 

development as an effective communicator, a skill she still uses in her current position 

when dealing with school leaders and subordinates within her district. "Each of them has 

enriched me in different areas. I've always been—I'm a communicator, a people person, 

uh, I find out if you're very sincere and if you have a willingness to help. . ." 

Supt. Irving summarizes the necessity of effective communication skills, and how 

she honed these skills along her pathway as a schoolteacher and administrator: 

I think it would be very difficult for people to come into this position and succeed 
without having been a school administrator. Um, the work there with parents, 
problem solving, communication, those skills will help you here. And I can assure 
you, and a high school or any principalship, you're gonna have some that are 
upset about things that happened. That's a whole skill set but you get a lot of 
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warm and fuzzies, too. But you can't come here -if you're dealing with parents 
they're usually livid because they've been through a teacher, an assistant 
principal, a principal and now by the time they get to that superintendent they 
want to let off some steam. So, we have to be someone that can mediate and work 
with people. You know I tell people, "If you are willing to work with me, there's 
nothing we can't solve, but if you don't have an open mind then we won't get 
anywhere." So, that's a lot, too. 

Effective communication skills are directly related to the development of servant-

leaders. These leaders exhibit specific characteristics that have been attributed to female 

leaders (Robinson & Blumen, 2003). Spears (1998) identified ten characteristics of 

servant-leaders, which he based on Greenleaf s (1991) research. Four of these qualities 

are directly related to effective communication skills: listening, awareness, persuasion, 

and commitment to the growth of people. Crippen (2004) describes effective leaders as 

"great communicators" who listen to themselves and others. The saliency of the 

participants' responses provides support for the belief that females who achieve the 

position of superintendent exhibit the traits of valuable leaders. 

Essential Knowledge and Experiences 

Eight of the nine respondents felt that the previous positions along their 

professional pathway provided them with essential knowledge that they now used in their 

role as superintendents, whether they were non-education positions, corporate positions, 

teaching positions, administrative positions, or appointments in school support agencies, 

such as the Department of Education. Supt. Coles discussed the benefits of having 

worked for the Department of Education, since it gave her in-depth knowledge of the 

required duties of the position. "I was responsible for professional learning, teacher 

quality, student waivers, all of that And so when you've got the School Keys, the 

Gaps Analysis . . . .1 bring a wealth of research and implementation strategies with me— 
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that I have worked with all 183 school districts in the state, which gives me a little 

different perspective than a lot of superintendent candidates. " 

Like Supt. Coles, Supt. Alexander also worked for the Department of Education 

and felt that this part of her pathway also provided her with essential knowledge of the 

superintendency position. She felt that this position, as well as that of high school 

principal, were very similar to her current one, except that the superintendency was 

"knocked up to another level of being aware of the politics that includes legislation, 

advocacy, and working with politicians to help them even develop laws." 

Supt. Evans also discussed her experiences at the Department of Education along 

with other administrative positions, and the knowledge she gained: 

I've worked at the state department, I worked at DOE.. . .I've had the opportunity 
to do a lot of things and as a superintendent I have really called on all of those 
different experiences that I've had. I mean it's amazing how many times I go back 
and think about.. . when I was in charge of the athletic program, the custodial 
program.. . . my background is really curriculum but I was very fortunate to have 
principals and superintendents who kind of pushed me out into some other areas I 
hadn't been in before, especially the operations area. 

Supt. Davis also discussed the essential knowledge she gained from her past 

positions that include being an Executive Director of Federal Programs, Executive 

Director of School Improvement, and an Associate Superintendent: 

And then I went to the central office and I was um, a director first there of federal 
programs, and then executive director of school improvement. So that all sort of 
helped me know what to do as a superintendent, especially in a small system 
where you actually have to do all those little things and don't have somebody to 
do it for you., .from my past positions . . .what I've had that I brought to the 
superintendency would be an attention to details, and ... a very comprehensive 
knowledge of all the federal programs, and personnel, and the laws, and the rules, 
and policies, and all that. 
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Supt. Fields discussed the impact of her previous positions, and the knowledge 

she gained that she now finds beneficial. "I was a federal programs director... and 

became the assistant superintendent for instruction—Pre-K and up— and accountability. 

So I think that the instructional and programmatic aspect probably contributed very much 

to my being able to handle the kinds of things that I handle." 

Supt. Hinton shared how her previous position of Assistant Superintendent 

provided her with the knowledge necessary to begin making curriculum changes in order 

to establish a research-based approach to improve performance within her district and 

begin a process that she still uses. During her interview, she explained this process: 

So then I went and um, we started making big changes in curriculum and 
instruction, getting a sound, research based approach to teaching our children— 
where the preponderance of evidence in that research was children similar to ours-
-not major city, but rural, social, and low social-economic. We started to do lots 
of things that got us involved in Professional Learning Communities. 

Supt. Irving discussed her early work experiences of working at an inner city 

recreation center and the knowledge she utilized from it in her following administrative 

roles as well as her current role: 

We organized activities for them and we competed against different centers and 
we had softball teams and we just kept them busy all the time I think is 
important for females to know how important the extracurricular activities are in 
a school because so many students, whether it be band or any sport, those things 
keep a lot of children in school. And so, those are effective ways of increasing 
your graduation rate. Keeping kids involved, keeping kids busy, keeping them off 
the street. 

Supt. Greene discussed the knowledge she gained from her experiences in the 

corporate world: "I did take some years off from public education and I worked in the 

business world for three years. And I think that was a tremendous experience.. . .1 
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worked in finance, and . . . . I might not be able to used that type of finance but [can use] 

the understanding of business type decisions." 

Eight of the nine respondents discussed how their past experiences provided them 

with essential knowledge, whether from an education-related position, or a non-

education-related one. Supt. Irving summarized the thoughts of many respondents in a 

single sentence: "In a supervisory role, any experience helps." 

Servant-leaders exhibit specific characteristics (Spears, 1998) that are directly 

related to knowledge acquisition: foresight and stewardship. These traits are developed 

through professional experiences, such as those described by the respondents. Foresight 

grows through the comparison of current circumstances with past events (Crippen, 2004). 

This ability allows a leader to avoid detrimental situations and/or confront them 

successfully. Greenleaf (1991) defined stewardship as the support of an organization in 

order to serve the needs of stakeholders. By providing stewardship, these leaders acquired 

the necessary knowledge to effectively implement the duties required for the organization 

to meet its stakeholders' needs. The saliency of the participants' responses provides 

support for the belief that females who achieve the position of superintendent have 

developed the knowledge required for effective leadership. 

Empathy for Stakeholders 

Many respondents (7 out of 9) discussed the empathy they developed for children 

and other stakeholders as a result of their professional pathway. Some developed this 

empathy during their teenage years, such as Supt. Davis and Supt. Irving. Others 

developed this empathy through their experiences both inside and outside of the 

classroom. 
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Supt. Davis discussed her first job and how it allowed her to gain empathy for 

children: ".. . .when I was 14,1 was a teacher in one of the first head-start programs in 

the summer for disadvantaged kids we did like summer camp or summer school for 

kids. " She went on to discuss how she used this experience to address the needs of the 

students in her district, which were a similar population to the one she had served many, 

many years before: 

Superintendents had to write down their goals and I said, We want to be the first 
90/90/90 school system: 90 percent minority, 90 percent poverty, and making 90 
percent." And everybody just dropped their jaws, because we were dead last. And 
I just remember saying "We can do this." and like the next year we were just this 
short of doing it, I mean like we had an 89 or something. 

Supt. Irving also discussed the development of empathy for her stakeholders 

while working as a youth at an inner city recreation center: 

My very first job as teenager, I was in (names a metropolitan city near the state 
border) in an inner city recreation center. And I loved every minute of i t . . . I 
didn't realize it at the time and as I look back, it prepared me. I worked with a 
very elderly gentleman and this center was in the middle of town and they had big 
fences around it and children from 3 to whatever, 25 even. Anybody that wanted 
to come to the center could... .we also had some pretty roughneck characters as 
well and we didn't allow any profanity or things of that nature and this little, old 
man that I worked with, when I first started he said, "You're a little thing, so you 
better be tough." And he said, "I'm gonna teach you the "thumb"." (gestures 
thumb moving up and down) and I thought, "He's gonna teach me to hitchhike?" 
(laughs) And he said, "If they use that foul language, or they're not being kind to 
the little ones or whatever, give 'em the thumb." And what that meant was that 
they couldn't come back for a day you know, those basic rules all the way 
back to my teenage years that we held people to, tried to make them do the right 
thing. 

Some superintendents, such as Supt. Greene, discussed the empathy she 

developed for stakeholders while working in the corporate world. 

I worked in the business world for three years. And I think that was a tremendous 
experience... .a lot of people that come through education never have time out of 
education. So you're in school your whole life as a student—and then you're in 
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schools working with other educators. Your exposure to the business community 
is limited. Your exposure to parents is usually limited to those you have problems 
with or your PTA mom. So you know, you sort of realize that somewhere along 
the line, some of those other experiences were probably very helpful to me. 

Supt. Alexander discussed how her role as a high school principal allowed her to 

be aware of the stakeholders she was required to serve. "So, you know you've got an 

external audience, uh, and you have an internal audience that you're working with and 

when you get to the superintendency it's the same thing." 

Supt. Coles shared how her professional pathway provided her with a view of the 

needs of stakeholders at all levels. "I have truly a Pre-K through 12 spectrum which I 

think has afforded me a broader scope when looking at, um, at avenues of all children. I 

think that's the key." 

Two superintendents shared how their professional experiences with special 

education and underperforming students provided them with empathy for meeting the 

needs of underserved students. Supt. Hinton discussed how her experiences with special 

education taught her to be empathetic: ". . .special education, taught me a lot of empathy 

and helped me.. .to be able to talk to these parents and deal with these children." 

Supt. Fields also shared how she created an administrative position for herself, in 

order to serve a larger population of underperforming students: 

I was a Title I teacher, and I saw a need for Title I, the program itself. We were 
building a new school. . .and what I ended up doing was writing a job description 
and saying to the person in charge of curriculum, You know, you really need this. 
You're gonna need somebody to watch out for this program and you're going to 
need to figure out the federal implications. . .and I ended up writing the job 
description and then applying for a job . . . and I ended up getting it. 
The development of empathy among these female superintendents supports the 

research of Spears (1998) and his characteristics of servant-leadership. He theorized that 
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a good servant-leader has an ability to empathize with others and provide them with the 

necessary support to become successful. Greenleaf also noted that the emergence of these 

qualities develop over time and prompt an individual to make a conscientious choice to 

lead in order to serve the needs of others. These respondents all shared how their 

professional pathways led to their development of this quality. Leaders that follow this 

model focus on meeting the needs of those they lead (Spears). They encourage, coach, 

and develop employees to bring out the best in them and are concerned with facilitating 

their personal growth. Their style focuses on being empathetic and building a sense of 

community. 

Increased Confidence 

When respondents discussed their professional pathway, another salient theme 

emerged regarding the development of confidence. The majority of respondents (6 out of 

9) shared how previous occupational related experiences provided them with the 

confidence necessary to either seek the position of superintendent, or adequately fulfill 

the duties of the position once they were appointed. 

When participants discussed their pathways, some reflected on early, non-

education related experiences. The first respondent, Supt. Alexander, discussed one of 

her earliest jobs and how this experience provided her with a level of confidence that she 

has relied on when faced with dilemmas as she progressed along her pathway. She 

explained the benefit of this realization that she had other options available to her besides 

working in education. "It also helped me know that I would, I could always have a job. 

Whether it was teaching or not, I could always make a living, right?" 
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Supt. Bridges also discussed how her confidence level increased as she progressed 

along her pathway. She explains how this confidence in her abilities prompted her to 

agree to be a change agent early in her administrative career after she had successfully 

"turned around" an underperforming elementary school. "I went over to the middle 

school and saw the chaos. . . .1 just felt that perhaps I did have the ability and the skill set 

to go in . . . .and get things back on track." 

Supt. Coles discussed how the professional experiences along her pathway, which 

included the implementation of successful programs, provided her with the confidence to 

seek a superintendency position so that she could implement changes on a larger scale: 

I did that for the express purpose of seeing if I could take ideas and take thoughts 
and I went back in as an assistant superintendent to see what I could do with that 
school system. And . . . .in one year's time, we were able to take where we had 
two high schools that were in Needs Improvement in that system... to the fact 
that all schools made AYP during the time I was there. So, it's being able to take 
those experiences and draw on them and know that we can implement those 
things that work best for [my] County. 

During her interview, Supt. Evans shared how she developed confidence as she 

progressed along her pathway, a quality she considers as key to her success as a 

superintendent. ". . .to be a successful female superintendent, you really have to be 

comfortable in your own skin. You gotta feel good about what you're doing, you have to 

have confidence in yourself, you have to have confidence in your decisions.." 

Supt. Fields explains how she used professional experiences, some of which were 

without pay and/or without credit, to increase her confidence level and encourage her to 

pursue administrative positions that would lead to the superintendency: ". . .as I did more 

and more and more, it became apparent I think to people that I, I could do things so . . .1 

ended up being like '''Let Mikey do it." Got a lot of experience.. . I didn't really get paid 
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for it. . and I didn't get the title, but at the time I just constantly soaked up the 

experience. . .felt like I could do it. You know I, I'd seen a lot of things, I handled a lot of 

issues that were system-wide . . . I knew that that was something that I wanted to do." 

Like Supt. Fields, Supt. Greene also increased her confidence level as she 

progressed along her professional pathway. "I think ultimately having a passion for what 

I did gave me a confidence and having people recognize me and tap me on the shoulder 

enabled me just to do it." 

For the six respondents who believed their professional pathway experiences 

increased their level of confidence, this factor was a large influence. For some, this 

increased confidence pushed them to higher echelons of administration. For others, this 

confidence pushed them to pursue the superintendency. 

Servant-leaders exhibit the characteristic of conceptualization (Spears, 1998) that 

is directly related to the development of confidence. This trait involves the servant-

leader's ability to conceptualize goals and dreams that are based on their belief in their 

abilities to fulfill them (Crippen, 2004). This skill is developed through professional 

experiences, such as those described by the respondents. The saliency of the participants' 

responses provides support for the belief that females who achieve the position of 

superintendent have developed the confidence required for effective leadership. 

Impact of Educational Preparation 

The impact of educational preparation was also a salient theme in this study. Five 

of the nine respondents shared how their educational accomplishments were essential to 

their ascendancy to the superintendency. Seven of the nine respondents had completed 
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Educational Doctorate degrees. The two remaining respondents had completed 

Educational Specialist degrees. 

Supt. Alexander stated that her educational experiences had the greatest impact on 

preparing her for her current position: ". .prepared me for the superintendency? I think it 

was my experience in working on my doctorate." She went on to discuss how her 

professors experiences and anecdotes inspired her to pursue the superintendency. "The 

fact that he was able to communicate, um, through his stories... what you can really do in 

the position for children. I think he kinda started me thinking, "Maybe I'd like to try 

that." 

Supt. Bridges also stated that completing her doctorate had the greatest impact on 

her considering the role of superintendent: 

Once I did the doctorate, I began to think, "well you know what, maybe I ought 
to" [consider pursuing the superintendency], um, since I seem to have an idea of 
how you can go in and . . . .take something that's dysfunctional and get it moving 
and get people to buy-in, because you don't do it by yourself, you get people to 
come along with you and um, get on with the work. I said, "Maybe I should try to 
do something similar on a larger scale." And that's what eventually led me to the 
superintendency. 

Supt. Coles also spoke of the impact her educational preparation had on her 

achieving the superintendency. She shared how she began to envision herself as 

superintendent, once she began pursuing her doctorate: 

They asked the question at the beginning of that doctoral program, "Where do you 
see yourself in five years?" And, um I hadn't really thought about it. I was 
moving, I was principal at that time, and never really had gotten beyond that. 
Being the principal was where my goals had been for so long, working to get 
there. And so, when they asked that question and I was at that place that my goal 
had been I thought, "Well this isn't where I want it to stop." And so I made the 
statement out loud—"I want to be a superintendent. " And it surprised me when I 
said it because it wasn't something that I really had planned. That, um, in 2002. I 
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said, "I want to be a superintendent." And, um, I began, at that point, working to 
put myself in a place that I could be able to do this. 

Supt. Greene shared a different viewpoint regarding the impact of pursuing higher 

education. She shares how the drive, commitment, and time required to complete a 

doctorate are similar to the demands of a superintendency. Thus, when she was appointed 

to her position, she had already prepared her family for the demands it required: 

But I also think that... .going for your doctorate takes a lot out of you... it takes a 
lot away from your family. This job takes a lot away from your family. In fact, 
there are times when you really feel guilty that you may have a wonderful spouse, 
a good spouse that's really getting the short end of the stick. That you forget to 
send cards, you're late with everything—that you don't get to do a whole lot of 
celebrations and things. When I was going for my Doctorate, I missed family 
weddings, those kinds of things. And being superintendent, I generally work six 
days a week. 

The participants' responses are supported by a 2004 study (Sharp et al.) that 

revealed that more than half of all educational doctorates are awarded to females, even 

though they fill less than half of all educational administration roles, including the 

superintendency (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; National Center for Education Statistics, 

2001;Shakeshaft, 2000). One respondent in particular, Supt. Fields, experienced a 

situation that is strongly supported by the research findings that the pool of qualified 

females is often overlooked for their less qualified male counterparts. During her 

interview, she explained that she pursued her doctorate because she was told that it was 

necessary before she would be considered for a superintendent position:"... as I was 

coming up, "well you could be a superintendent but you need to have a doctorate." So I'd 

go get the doctorate,.. .then the next person they'd hire was a man and didn't have a 

doctorate." However, she went on to share that achieving this goal still impacted her by 
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providing her with the desire to continue seeking a position, since she knew she was 

definitely qualified. 

Influence of Mentors 

The influence of mentors was also a salient theme in this study. Five of the nine 

respondents discussed how their experiences with mentors were essential to either their 

ascendancy to the superintendency or their success in the role. The majority of these 

mentors were male. Supt. Evans shared how her mentor prepared her for the position by 

allowing her to perform related duties: "Because (former superintendent) made sure that 

. . . I got to see all the ugliness, I got to see all the nastiness. I got to fire people, I got to 

do investigations, I got to, you know, be a part of PSC investigations.. ..I got to see a lot 

of the ugly side of it that you usually don't see unless you're sitting in that, that seat." 

Many of the respondents discussed how their mentors pushed them to pursue 

administrative positions along their professional pathway. Supt. Irving shared how her 

mentor impacted her ascendancy. "He was definitely a mentor to me in my first role in 

administration. And definitely his encouragement helped me get to this position, like 

"You need to apply" and "You can do it." 

Supt. Greene also had a similar experience. She explained how her mentor pushed 

her to excel and empowered her to believe she could eventually fulfill the role of 

superintendent: "....he, he absolutely empowered me. Everything I would bring him, I'd 

say, "You know, I think I could do this "... .and he would just say, "Have at it. " She went 

on to explain that their mentoring led her to aspire to her current role: 

The mentors pushed me towards that. Umm, I will tell you that, when I was 
principal at the elementary school, I got a visit from one of the board members. 
And one of the board members, also a male, said to me, "You know, some day 
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there's gonna be an opening for superintendent. And I'm telling you, you need to 
think about it, because it's gonna happen." And uh, I said that I had never 
considered that before....he said to me, "I think that it's something that you 
probably should consider." I went to the superintendent and I said, "I would like 
to do this. I would need your blessing. I would like you to be my mentor." And 
he said, "Fine". 

Supt. Hinton shared how her mentor groomed her to take over the position of 

superintendent, unbeknownst to her. He allowed her to gain experience as the Assistant 

Superintendent, then asked the board to appoint her as the interim superintendent upon 

his retirement. Due to his preparation, she was equipped to handle the role and was able 

to be officially appointed. She has remained in her superintendency for the past five 

years: 

To make a long story short, I was at a national conference and he called me and 
said, "Congratulations you're the new assistant superintendent." So I had a heart attack! 
So I said, "Okay." ... [the next year] I walk in and I sit down and they're all staring at me 
and I'm going, what, oh God. Yeah, what could I have possibly done, you know? I've got 
a good relationship with the board. And then they say, Well Mr. told us, he really is 
retiring and that he's named—he would like us name you interim." Well you could have 
knocked me off a bench! I looked at him with like daring, lightning bolt daggers, you 
know?" 

Supt. Evans's mentor also groomed her to take over his position. She expressed 

how she did not initially have a desire to take the role, but that her mentor felt she was 

prepared for it and basically thrust her into the position. Once she was appointed as 

interim superintendent, she was required to fulfill both the roles of superintendent and 

Deputy Superintendent. This experience increased her confidence and persuaded her to 

take the role: 

Did not want to be a superintendent.. ..I loved being a deputy superintendent. 
Loved being over in curriculum, loved it, loved it, loved it. Umm, about now, my 
superintendent who was here prior to me, umm I mean really, really, really 
encouraged me and I kept telling him all the time "I don't wanna do this, I don't 
wanna do this." He'd say, "I'm getting you ready for this" and I'd say, "I don't 
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wanna do this, I don't wanna do this." He walked in, in the middle of November 
in [year omitted for anonymity], and said, "I am retiring, and I'm leaving 
December first." And that was on Thursday. And on Friday, the board appointed 
me as interim superintendent... I mean you know I took office so to speak 
December 1.1 had basically two weekends with him. We had a SPLOST to pass, 
we had a budget to put together, umm we had allotments to do plus I didn't know 
if I was going to go into the superintendency, I couldn't put anybody in my 
position as deputy superintendent. So I was doing both jobs. 

Two of the six respondents who were mentored received their support from 

females. A 2004 study (Sharp et al.) support these participants' experiences of having 

few, if any, females available to mentor them for their current roles. Supt. Alexander 

shared how she had to seek out a female to mentor her professionally: "I told her that I 

would like for her to be my mentor ... .she made me feel like I had some things to offer." 

Supt. Fields' experiences led her to hypothesize why there are few female 

mentors. She suggests that possibly, some males are reluctant to mentor a female for fear 

of rumors that could be damaging to both parties: 

I think women don't have mentors, part of the reason they don't have mentors is 
because there usually are males that are in those positions. So, some males are 
very careful about not taking on a female. You know you might be 30, 35, 40, 
umm, you know people are going to talk if you go; you can't take this person to a 
conference. 

In regards to mentoring, individuals are usually selected through the 

establishment of relationships. These relationships are normally developed based on 

similarities (Kamler, 2006) such as gender, shared interests, and other personal 

characteristics. For this reason, mentors choose proteges whom are similar to them; 

because there are fewer female superintendents, there are fewer female superintendent 

proteges (Katz, 2006). The experiences of respondents provide support for this research. 

However, the saliency of responses also support Grogan and Brunner's 2005 study that 
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noted that successful female superintendents have identified mentoring as a factor that 

strongly impacted their success. The support of mentoring can benefit aspiring females 

by increasing their confidence and building relationships (Kamler, 2006). In addition, 

self-reflection and cooperative learning can prove to be successful in grooming effective 

superintendents (Kamler), two characteristics that have been attributed to effective 

servant-leaders (Spears, 1998). 

Barriers for Women 

Each female superintendent that participated in the study was asked to reflect on 

perceived or experienced norms, biases, and/or barriers that limit the advancement of 

women to the role of superintendent. One of the purposes of this study was to discuss the 

experiences of the female superintendents of a particular state and to note the barriers 

they have faced along their personal and professional pathways that led to the position. 

The purpose of the in-depth interviews was to allow each participant to provide a 

personal view of barriers that exist for women who seek the position of superintendent. 

Numerous studies have explored the possible causes of the present gender 

disparity in leadership. One cause has been the imposition of self-imposed and outside 

barriers. The outside barriers which possibly account for fewer female superintendents 

include the recruitment process (Hoyt, 2007), lack of mentors (Sharp et al , 2004), 

discriminatory practices (including the "Glass Ceiling" (Williams, 2005) and the "Good 

01' Boy Network" (Kamler, 2006), and the traditional pathway to attainment of the 

position (Sharp et al.). Self-imposed barriers include the desire to remain in positions that 

allow opportunities for interaction with children (Faulconer, 2003), parenting choices 

(Faulconer, 2003), and family considerations (Sharp et al.). 
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These barriers were discussed during the respondents' interviews. The themes that 

were identified were aligned with the current research. In addition, the demographic 

information provided also supported the presence of these barriers, whether they were 

self-imposed, or presented from the outside. 

Self-Imposed Barriers 

Some barriers that prevent women from obtaining superintendencies occur due to 

their individual decision to refrain from pursuing the position. A judgment based on their 

personal beliefs, influence of family, or choice to sacrifice their career for another cause 

they deem as noble. Supt. Bridges defined this process in the following statement: "I 

think women themselves limit themselves, because they have to decide if they want to 

make the kind of sacrifices in their personal life that the job requires." 

Influence of Parental Roles. 

One identified self-imposed barrier was the female superintendent's personal 

choice to postpone attainment until their children reached puberty or matriculated 

through high school. Surprisingly, all nine superintendents were mothers. (One shared 

that she was a step-parent, but had raised her two children since a young age.) All 

respondents had children who were all above the age of twelve by the time they obtained 

their positions. Through their interviews, 8 out of the 9 respondents shared that this delay 

was a matter of personal choice. As a result, this theme is considered salient. Three 

respondents, Bridges, Davis and Irving, had children who still attended middle and/or 

high school when they were appointed to their positions. All of the women felt that once 

their children had reached a certain level of maturity, they could handle the additional 

responsibilities of the role's required duties. Supt. Bridges shared that she "didn't even 
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consider it until my son was in high school." She went on to explain that this was a 

conscious decision, since she knew that the position required a lot of time away from 

home and she felt that missing out on her child's upbringing would have caused her a 

great deal of guilt: 

I could not have done this job when he was in elem—not that I could not, I would 
not have wanted to do the job when he was much younger because I think the 
guilt I would probably end up feeling... .because you're never there—uh, it just 
becomes almost an impossibility. 

Supt. Davis explains that she reluctantly decided to take the role once her children 

were all teenagers because she knew her husband, who was a school administrator, at her 

youngest daughter's school would provide that child with additional support she needed: 

All three of my children were under the age of 18 when I became superintendent. 
I had two in high school and one in middle school when I came here... my 
youngest daughter was in school um, and her dad was there at that school at that 
time. So that worked okay. 

Supt. Irving also had children in their teen years when she was appointed. Still, 

she admits that she probably would not have considered the superintendency if her 

children had not reached the age of puberty: 

I was a superintendent that had a family, had two children,... .I'm glad that my 
children were at least middle school age. I had one middle school and one just 
starting high school and it would have been difficult if they had been younger, I 
think. I think I would have missed out on things. 

The other six respondents did not have school-aged children once they were 

appointed. Supt. Coles also stated that she delayed her professional aspirations until she 

felt she had fulfilled her parental commitment: "I stayed home for six years to be with my 

children." Supt. Hinton stated that she did not have small children when she served in the 

role and believes it would be a difficult task. In fact, she would not have considered the 
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role because she believes that the job requires so much time that the children would 

suffer. She shared her views regarding the superintendency and motherhood: "It would be 

very difficult, because if you are going to do the job the way it needs to be done..." 

Supt. Alexander discussed how women superintendents often delay appointments 

for their parental roles, and thus the typical age of appointment is older for women than 

for men. When she was asked if she had school-aged children when she was appointed to 

her first superintendency, she replied: "No, no, no. My, um, by the time I got my first 

superintendency, which is normal for women, at my age, well, my daughter was in 

college." Supt. Alexander also explained how her specific situation was different than 

most, since she was a single parent for most of her daughters' growing years. She 

discusses how she had to adjust her leadership aspirations, and purposely delayed her 

professional pathway at the level of high school administrator, so she could focus on her 

daughters' needs: 

I remember when I made a decision to go to graduate school because I knew I 
wanted to be a principal and I really though that's where I was gonna stop. At 
being a principal... my daughters and I talked and I said, "Listen, if I do this right 
now, I will be, I should be finished by the time you're a senior in high school and 
then I'll make sure every waking moment is devoted to you. You know, I'm 
gonna pay attention to everything." And, uh, she [oldest daughter] did. She took 
on some cooking responsibilities and helping to keep the house clean and uh, 
being quiet and so forth when I studied. She was very supportive. And I 
remember at graduation, my mom and dad were there, my sister, and uh, when 
they put the hood on me she said, "I got my Mommy back now!" (laughs) 

Supt. Evans discussed how she purposely delayed administrative aspirations, even 

though she was qualified and often extended the opportunity. Like Supt. Alexander, she 

also provided a rationale for female superintendents tending to be older than their male 

counterparts when they receive their first appointment: 
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I didn't even go back to work until my children were in school. I mean I, I 
actually should have been about a third of the way into my career before I ever 
walked in the classroom. I got my degree, did one long-term sub uh, before we 
got married. And uh, then we got married, I got my Master's, we started our 
family, and I stayed out for 10 years; so yea, I, that was a very conscious decision. 
And in, in terms of going into administration I turned down opportunities for quite 
a number of years until I could feel good about it. 

During her interview, Supt. Greene summarized the thoughts of most females in 

leadership, whether in education or the corporate world. She reflects on the sacrifice 

involved, and the reluctance of most women to seek leadership while decreasing their 

caretaking duties. Her response supports the theme that was identified from the data 

presented by 8 of the 9 respondents regarding their self-imposed barrier of delaying the 

position of superintendent until their children had at least reached the age of puberty. "I 

work a lot of evenings, so, there's a lot of sacrifice that you to make. If you've got 

children, if you're still in the child-raising years that's a challenge." 

Only one respondent, Supt. Fields, stated that she would have considered being a 

superintendent if she were a mother of young children. She shares how she performed as 

assistant superintendent while her children were young, and felt that the duties were 

similar. She reflects on past experiences and determines that stress has always been 

present in her life, and she has always successfully achieved her goals: 

I think I would've, I, I think I would've. Umm, I just, it wasn't a possibility you 
know. Just wasn't a possibility but I think I would've. Because you know if you 
can manage being an assistant superintendent of instruction, and there was a time 
when I was going for my doctorate that my husband became very sick; he ended 
up with leukemia. 

The participants' responses support the findings of many researchers (Derrington 

& Sharratt, 2009; Faulconer, 2003; Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Sharp, Malone, Walter, et 

al., 2004). In a recent study, it was noted that women with children under the age of nine 
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are the smallest percentage of U.S. superintendents (Derrington & Sharratt, 2009). Of the 

20% of this state's female superintendents, none of them had children under the age of 

nine. In another study of female superintendents, only 32% of female superintendents 

reported that they had raised children under the age of 15 while serving in their position 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005). In this study, 34% of the respondents had children under the 

age of 15 while serving as superintendent. 

Influence of Family Choices. 

The influence of family choices appeared to be an issue that most superintendents 

were familiar with, even if they had not experienced it. During her interview, Supt. 

Alexander shared the experience of a colleague, which explained why many women 

chose to limit themselves. Supt. Alexander also shared how the view of her colleague was 

much different from her own, and that this self-imposed barrier was not one she would 

consider: 

And I remember while I was a superintendent, a friend of mine who had gotten 
married again said, "Girl, you just need to stop, take an assistant superintendency, 
find you a husband, then go back out there and look for another superintendency." 
Never thought about that, but that's how her mind worked in terms of getting a 
husband. It's like you can't do 'em both. And uh, she didn't. She got married then 
she went and looked for a superintendency. 

Supt. Bridges also explains why she feels females limit themselves due to family 

concerns. Although she is married and apparently chose to pursue the position in spite of 

these concerns, she explains why it is a difficult choice for many women: 

And I always tell, kind of half-jokingly, male superintendents have wives. Many 
times those wives don't work, or if they work they work in education and they 
work to help the superintendent with all the other pieces that you need help with 
when you're working 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. But a female 
superintendent's still a wife, she's still as mother, and, um I think those are some 
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of the trade-offs that women have to think about when they take on the job. So I 
think that's definitely a factor. 

Some superintendents discussed how family choices were possible self-imposed 

barriers that they faced in their pathway to the position. This theme appeared to be 

salient, since it was discussed as a possible factor when respondents considered 

superintendency positions. For some, their superintendency appointments were supported 

by their spouses, but required their husbands to make occupational changes to 

accommodate them. For others, the consideration was not a feasible choice for their 

families. During her interview, Supt. Coles alluded to the influence family choices many 

have had on her educational and administrative aspirations. "You know, I did become a 

single mom in all of this process. I got my doctorate degree after I was single." 

Like Alexander and Bridges, Supt. Fields also shared her perceptions that family 

choices are a barrier women face. She talks about how she was once told that she was 

"place bound" by her former superintendent and that this would prevent her from ever 

being a superintendent. He went on to explain that the term meant that because she had 

children, a spouse, and a house these responsibilities would prevent her from making a 

commitment to another position and relocating. However, she explains that her husband's 

actions were much different from what her former superintendent expected once she 

received a superintendency: "[husband] Quit his job when I moved here to come and be 

with me, and gave up a very good job. So I've been very lucky, that way; very 

supported." 
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Like Supt. Fields, Supt. Evans also shared how her husband provides her with 

much of her support. She discussed how he decided to retire to accommodate her needs 

after she was appointed to the superintendency: 

My husband. No doubt, no doubt, no doubt! He's the biggest cheerleader I have, 
he's the biggest critic I have, he is my voice of reason. . . he has just recently 
retired because he was working in [deleted for anonymity] and he was, leaving 
home at you know at 6 o'clock every morning and not getting back until 7 o'clock 
at night. And we never seen each other, and you know. And finally .. .he just told 
me one day, he said, "Look... what do think if I retire?" And he said, "I need to be 
home to support you." 

Like Evans, Supt. Hinton's husband is also retired and provides essential support 

to her executing the duties of her position. During her interview, she explains the level of 

support he provides: 

I've got an ideal situation because I've got a husband who's retired and loves 
sports and loves to go places and I have two high schools and every other Friday 
night we bounce back and forth and I love football and we'll take the mother-in-
law and we'll go and we love that environment. 

Supt. Irving explains how the requirements of her administrative duties were a 

concern for her family. She talks about how she was appointed to the position with the 

provision that she would complete her leadership certification. This required her to travel 

to classes and it placed a strain on the family. As a result, she declined to pursue a 

doctorate: 

When I took that administrative job as assistant principal and I was driving at 
least two nights a week to [neighboring state], working on a degree and I really 
felt away from my family a lot at that time. Of course it took me couple of years 
to do that, going part-time and working full-time and when they found out I was 
principal, my daughter was younger at the time and she said, "Oh, Mommy, do 
you have to go to school again?" And I said, "No, baby." "Oh, good!" It was okay 
as long as I didn't have to go to school. So, that's probably the reason I have 
never pursued my PhD, because I had taken so much time getting my Ed 
Specialist. But that being away from my family was probably the hardest, most 
difficult time. 
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She goes on to explain that her husband is also retired, and therefore made the 

occupational change to support her in her role as superintendent: "My husband is a retired 

principal.. .so that's been just great. He can just take me wherever I need to be, and I can 

just work in the car." 

The emergence of this theme as salient is supported by the research (Faulconer, 

2003; Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Sharp et al., 2004; Williams, 2005) which notes that time 

constraints and relocation requirements were barriers that many females experienced that 

impacted their families and often prevented them from pursuing the superintendency. In a 

2004 study (Sharp et al.) of current female superintendents, 51% of the respondents 

stated that they believed some women did not seek the superintendency due to the lack of 

encouragement the received from their family. Respondents that discussed the 

experience of colleagues referenced these issues, as well as those who stated they had 

made changes within their family status as a result of their appointment. 

Outside Barriers 

Some females encounter barriers to advancement that are due to circumstances 

(Sharp et al., 2004), beliefs (Faulconer, 2003), and practices (Kamler, 2006; Williams, 

2005) beyond their control. These barriers are referred to as "outside" since they are not 

the result of a conscious choice the individual has made, even though they personally 

impact them. Some identified barriers that are circumstance related include the lack of 

mentors and the pathway that traditionally leads to the position (Sharp et al.). Since only 

24% of the public school superintendents in this nation are female (Kowalski et al., 

2010), the pool of retired and current female superintendents that are available to mentor 
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others is much smaller than the pool or retired and current male superintendents. 

Although females are not limited to mentoring only females, researchers have noted that 

individuals often choose to mentor those who share commonalities, such as gender and 

that an increased pool of available female mentors is key to increasing the numbers of 

females in leadership (Sanchez-Hueles & Davis, 2010). Barriers that are belief based 

include the maternal wall (Faulconer, 2003) and the erection of a Glass Ceiling 

(Williams, 2005). These barriers are the result of beliefs regarding women in leadership 

and their parental roles or ability to effectively lead at the higher echelons of 

management. Barriers that are practice related include the recruitment process (Hoyt, 

2007), and Good 01' Boy Network" (Kamler, 2006). Women are often not provided with 

the opportunity to apply for positions, the awareness of positions (Kamler, 2006), the 

"inside track" (Kamler; Hoyt) and/or the advantages of advancement through networking 

(Hoyt). These barriers are not always related to one issue, as they may be a result of 

beliefs that influence practices, or circumstances that are the result or beliefs and/or 

practices (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). 

Gender-Based Discriminatory Practices. 

All of the respondents discussed gender discrimination as being a barrier that 

either they had faced, or that they had observed first-hand. In spite of these obstacles, 

obviously each respondent had achieved success. However, the fact that 9 of the 9 

respondents discussed an experience with this form of discrimination, the saliency of this 

theme and their specific responses supported many studies which have documented 

prejudicial practices in public education that are based on gender (Christi et al , 2007; 

Katz, 2006; Sharp et al., 2004). The "Glass Ceiling" and "Good 01' Boy Network" are 
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often the driving forces behind these exclusionary practices. In many cases, these 

practices lead to the hiring of less qualified males for positions, solely based on their 

gender (Christi et al , 2007). The responses to this study revealed that in some cases, 

gender discrimination can come from other women. The first respondent to this study, 

Supt. Alexander, discussed her experiences: 

If their boards are made up of females, they have a struggle. Or if they're 
predominantly female they have a struggle and the struggle is very different than 
that of a male I think that goes into the female psyche, if you will. Um, 
because I remember a board member saying, "I really supported you because I 
have a daughter and I knew what a wonderful role model that you would be for 
my daughter and all of the women and girls in the school district." But after a year 
or two or three of that they get a little bit bored with it and decide they would 
much rather interact with a man. 

She went on to discuss her perceptions of how the "Good 01' Boy" Network 

operated in her region and its impact on the hiring of female superintendents: "This is a 

"Good 01' Boy" state, okay? Um, they're gonna pass along the name of a man, before 

they pass along the name of a woman." 

Supt. Bridges discusses some of the discrimination she faced in obtaining the 

position, as well as the prejudice she has faced simply because she is a female serving in 

the position: 

There are ones that do get through the Glass Ceiling, many of them do extremely 
well, but they are limited because I think most—the shareholders, the boards, uh, 
you know, um, the corporate boards as well as school boards, there is, there's 
somewhere in the back of their mind this image that the male is really the leader 
and that we're gonna have to fight that stereotype and that thinking, often 
subconsciously, in people's minds as they go for these top positions. "Can they 
really do the budget? Do they really have a grasp of the facilities and 
transportation and operational needs of what is a BIG BUSINESS?" Uh, my 
budget is close to 700 million a year and if you add in the capital budget it is over 
a billion dollars. "Can she manage that? Um, you know does she really 
understand—yeah, she might know teaching and learning, a little bit about that, 
but this is a really a big operation." I think that is a factor as well. 
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Supt. Coles also shared how she wanted to respond to a board member who told 

her that she should have started as superintendent of a smaller system, since she was a 

female and possibly could not handle the duties the job required. Having previously 

worked for the state board of education and handled the responsibilities for more than a 

hundred schools, she found this remark humorous, yet insulting. "I'm thinking, "Do you 

not realize I was responsible for 180 school systems and 2300 schools in the state?" 

Supt. Davis also shared her experiences with gender discrimination that included 

the school board as well as her church. She explained how both settings influence each 

other, especially in small, southern towns: 

Boards tend to have a lot of men on 'em and men tend to want to bend to abusing 
the leadership position you know. And of course some men don't think that 
women should even be working outside the home and certainly don't be; certainly 
don't need to be telling men what to do. . . we're in the Bible Belt and I know like 
in my parent's church and several churches around us, women can't hold 
leadership positions and teach if there any guys in there over 12 years old. And 
that's in Baptist Churches. Well, if that is your viewpoint in, in your church then, 
and you're on the Board of Education you can see how that would transfer over. 

Supt. Evans discusses her experience with breaking through the barrier to become 

the first female superintendent of her district. Although she has performed competently in 

the position, she realizes that she must constantly prove herself to others who doubt her, 

simply because she is female: 

I think that is a definite umm, hold back for some women. I think there is some 
real gender discrimination out there. I really, really do. I mean, I've said a lot of 
times I've had to work twice as hard because I'm female. And, you know it's, it's, 
it's not enough that I'm, you know, I'm building a brand new high school and 
we're gonna do that under budget and we're gonna come in, in 14 months when 
it's supposed to be a 24 month project. And just, I mean I have to be out there, I 
have to be on the construction site. I have my little pink hard hat that they've 
bought for me. I mean, you know I, I have to, I have to go a lot of extra miles so it 
doesn't look to some people who just assume "well she's a female, she's hired 
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some guy to go out there and do this thing for her, she really doesn't know what's 
going on out there." And maybe that's just me, I don't know but, but that's 
something that I have, have really tried to do. I've tried to get very involved in the 
operations area because that's something; I think those were the folks who were 
probably the most.. .ummm, anxious about having a female superintendent. 

Supt. Fields explained that she overcame the gender discrimination in her quest 

for leadership by working diligently among the majority of male leaders to prove her 

competence: 

And it was all men, it was pretty much all men. Know that old saying that for a 
woman that you have to work twice as hard to be considered half as good? I mean 
that's, literally I think I still have it here. That's, that's literally the way I ended up 
approaching things.. .there is a Glass Ceiling. You know you get into staff 
meetings where it's basically all men and you, and the first 10 to 15 minutes are 
all about sports... and I'm just sitting there going (looks indifferently at nails), 
you know? 
Supt. Greene also explained that she had realized that few females were principals 

early in her career. For this reason, she decided to pursue her Master's in a content area, 

but was encouraged by her male co-workers to complete a program of study with them so 

that she could assist them with their studies. When she shared the experience, she laughed 

at the irony of the insulting request: ".. ..they said, "Come on, we need you to go with us, 

because you can help us" (laughs loudly)... I finished probably around 1982 or so? 

[There] were.... 27 in the class and maybe there were two females " 

Supt. Hinton also shared how she personally experienced discrimination in her 

quest for the superintendency. Although she had performed multiple roles along her 

professional pathway, they were not regarded and she was simply considered 

incompetent based on her gender: 

When I interviewed, one of the board members said, "What are we gonna do? Is 
she gonna be able to handle finance?" And I'm sitting there laughing and I go, 
"Who do you think did the special education budget? Who do you think did the 
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budget for this system?" She looked at me. "No, no, no, no, no. Chief Financial 
Officer, and all the directors of finance was myself." "What?" I said, "Yes." 

Supt. Irving explained why she was reluctant to apply for a principal position, 

based on her perceptions of the attitudes towards females who sought leadership in her 

district: "we'd never had a female principal before and so didn't really expect to get the 

job but was encouraged to apply by, basically from the principal who left. He said, "You 

need to apply for this job." And I said, "They're not gonna have a woman principal." 

And he said, "Well, probably not. But you do need to let them know you're interested 

and apply for the job anyway because in the future you never know what it might bring." 

Race-Based Discriminatory Practices. 

Minorities, including Blacks and other ethnicities, comprise less than 10% of our 

country's superintendents (Glass et al., 2000). Of these 10%, the percentages of women 

have not grown at a steady rate (Kamler, 2006), even though Black women are achieving 

educational doctorates at a higher rate than Black and Hispanic males (Kaba, 2005). In 

addition, Black women are three-times more likely to wait five or more years for a 

superintendency position than White women (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). Respondents to 

a 2008 study shared that their gender was more of a barrier to their advancement than 

their ethnicity (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). 

Two of the respondents to this study consider themselves to be minorities. Supt. 

Alexander identifies as being of mixed-race, yet refers to herself as a member of the 

African-American community. Supt. Bridges also identifies herself as African-American. 

Both women are over the age of 55 and therefore would have been exposed to the culture 

that existed in this country prior to the Civil Rights Movement. As a result, it can be 
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surmised that their perceptions of race-based discriminatory practices would be fairly 

accurate. 

During her interview, Supt. Alexander discussed the varying attitudes regarding 

the hiring of female superintendents in different regions of the United States. "In the 

South, it seems to be more focused on race.. . if you got a Black board, you'll probably 

have a Black superintendent, whether it's male or female." She went on to suggest that a 

study be done to support her assertions: "I think if you were to do some study about that 

somewhere, that's what you'd find." She offers some advice, based on her experiences: 

"So if you're going to be a superintendent in the South, the rule of thumb would be look 

at the make-up of the district, take a really good look at the board and see if that's a board 

that might hire a woman, or an African-American woman." 

Supt. Bridges also believed that the influence of race varies according to the 

region: 

It depends on where you go for the superintendency whether race will play as big 
a role." However, when she was asked whether race was a bigger factor than 
gender, she responded that the practice of gender discrimination was still more 
prevalent: "I think gender may be a little bit more, yes. A little more of a factor 
than race. 

The responses of these participants highlight the dilemmas that face women of 

color. The discrimination they face may be two-fold, thus creating an even greater barrier 

to their professional advancement. In addition, as women of color they may also be 

unable to determine the cause of the bias, and therefore be defenseless in confronting it. 

Supt. Bridges explains the complexity of this issue: " it's a hard thing to dissect for me, 

because for me it's always combined. I have—I am both African-American and a 

woman." 
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Recruitment Process. 

Because many male-dominated school boards actively recruit other males to fill 

open superintendent positions, a process that Hoyt (2007) referred to as "homo-social 

reproduction", there are fewer female superintendents than males. This percentage of 

female administrators directly contrasts with the overpopulation of females in the field of 

education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2001). Based on these facts, the 

experiences of the respondents to this study were examined to determine whether their 

experiences with the recruitment process were similar to those of subjects in previous 

studies. 

Supt. Alexander shared that minority women were often recruited to fill 

superintendencies in the Midwest and North, but felt that the South had antiquated 

superintendent recruitment practices in regards to women of color. She shared a 

conversation she had with a colleague that she felt illustrated this point: 

[Friend] does consulting work around the country. She says, "(Alexander's first 
name) I was just in Such-and-such, Pennsylvania. And you'll never know who I 
found in this little school district of 2,100 kids." I'll say, "A Black woman." 
"How'd you know?" I say, "Cause that's where we are." Um, now I don't think 
you'd find it in the South, and this is my first time really working for a long 
period in the South. Notice I said Pennsylvania. 

According to Supt. Coles, when school boards are largely comprised of males, the 

recruitment and interview process can be difficult for females. She shared how she 

"marketed herself to attract the attention of the board. "I created a website. . .It has all of 

my resume information on it... I did this, as far as a business card. You would be 

surprised at how many heads got turned with that business card." (Hands a metallic, 

plastic business card that resembles a credit card to interviewer). 
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However, she goes on to share that she knew her gender would be a barrier and 

therefore she used these marketing skills to confront the prejudices she was aware she 

would be facing. Although her efforts resulted in her appointment to the role, just as in 

previous studies (Hoyt, 2007; Shakeshaft, 2000), her experiences illustrate that gender 

can be a strong factor that often overrides qualifications or the district's needs: 

A lot of boards are still primarily made up of males. And I think that when you go 
in and interview they just may be comfortable with, um, what they think they 

feel comfortable with. Not as what is going to be best for the school system. 

Supt. Fields discusses a similar experience of how she was discouraged from 

applying for an available superintendency position by a current male superintendent: 
Well you could do instructional things, and you could do professional 
development, and you could do training, but I don't think you can do 
construction." Well, I've done a lot, um, let's rephrase that—I've done an awful 
lot of construction since I've been here there's just definitely some sort of a 
bias about what fields women should go into. I even had the superintendent that I 
felt was one of the best superintendents that I had ever worked with telling me 
when I said I'd like to be a superintendent, "You ought to go teach at the college 
level— that's where, you'd probably be really good at that." Instead of trying to 
push you toward something.. .there was always that kind of— I think you've got 
boards that probably don't see females in that role of authority figures. 

Some respondents shared experiences that did not appear to include an active 

recruitment process in regards to their positions. These respondents were typically from 

small districts and had successfully served in the highest subordinate position to the 

superintendency, such as Associate Superintendent or Assistant Superintendent, prior to 

being appointed. Another similarity of these respondents' was that each appeared to have 

been recommended by their male predecessors for the role. Supt. Evans explained how 

she was appointed to her superintendency as a result of her established professional 

relationship with her previous superintendent: "I worked with him in three different 
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school systems for 21 years. He hired me as a teacher, and then I actually ended up taking 

his place as superintendent." Supt. Davis had a similar experience: 

Well I had been the executive director for school improvement in (name omitted) 
County and the associate superintendency came up in here, so I applied and got it. 
At the time that I had become the associate superintendent, the superintendent had 
already announced his retirement in December. So the superintendency came 
open about four months later and I applied and it just sort of happened to work 
out. 

Supt. Hinton was also "recommended" for her appointment by a male 

predecessor, after serving as his assistant for a number of years: 

I was at a national conference and he called me and said, "Congratulations you're 
the new assistant superintendent." So I had a heart attack! (laughs)." She explains 
how the board informed her that she was appointed to the role, based on his 
recommendation: "Well Mr. told us, he really is retiring and that he's 
named—he would like us name you interim." After serving successfully as 
interim superintendent, she was appointed officially at the beginning of the next 
school year. 

One respondent, Supt. Irving, shared her experience with the recruitment process. 

Unlike the other respondents, she did not face barriers to the position or have the 

assistance of a recommended appointment. She explained that she thrust herself into the 

recruitment process due to her desire to see the district continue to make progress and 

achieve some of the goals the previous administration had set forth: 

I didn't apply immediately when I knew our superintendent was leaving. But then 
I heard of some of the people that were applying and thought, "I better apply" 
because I have spent my entire career here and we're really big on tradition and 
very conservative and I wanted to make sure that we stayed that way. And so I did 
apply because I thought at that time, I wasn't sure that some of the applicants that 
I knew that were coming in might be very different. I did apply because I wanted 
to make sure that we maintained our focus and kept the traditions. 
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In-Service Experiences of Respondents 

Participants were asked to provide their opinions and/or explain their experiences 

regarding key issues related to the position. Each individual was given the opportunity to 

provide an explanation that was based on their own experiences as to why a gender gap 

existed among superintendents and whether the Glass Ceiling still plays a role in the 

advancement of women. Finally, each respondent noted their experienced levels of stress 

and rewards associated with the position. 

Reasons for Gender Disparity 

Each female superintendent that participated in the study was asked to explain 

why she believed that more males filled the role of superintendent. Surprisingly, all 

participants acknowledged that a gender disparity existed among superintendents and 

school administrators locally, nationally, and even globally. Supt. Alexander provided a 

research-based explanation: "I explain it based on the research, which really hasn't 

changed very much over the last 40 years or so in education, and probably in some 

other places, um, people are comfortable with male leadership." 

Like Supt. Alexander, Supt. Bridges also believes that the prevalence of males in 

leadership is a reflection of society: 

There is still a bias, whether i t ' s - and I don't think it's just in education, but in 
the country in general, that leaders, really, tough leaders, ought to be men. You 
see in the business sector, how many of the top CEO's in this country are women? 

Supt. Coles was surprised to hear that despite the disparity, her state was still 

more progressive than others: 

I was really surprised. REALLY surprised to hear you say that [southern state] is 
kind of ahead of the ball game.. .because I think sometimes it's still that "Good 
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01' Boy" mentality. And um, that there's a lot of people out there that still think 
that women can't be responsible for an organization of this size. 

Supt. Davis also felt that the disparity was a result of the attitudes of her region. 

She explains how she is aware of the limited amount of female superintendents in her 

state when all of the superintendents meet at the twice-yearly conference: 

You get into the room with the other 180 or so.. .it's obvious that it's male 
dominated.. . .there are some things to overcome. And you wouldn't think that, 
but you would be surprised in this area especially with us being in uh, umm now 
this is going to sound really odd, but we're in the Bible Belt and I know like in 
my parent's church and several churches around us, women can't hold leadership 
positions. . .Well, if that is your viewpoint in your church. . .and you're on the 
Board of Education you can see how that would transfer over. 

Two respondents, Supt. Evans and Supt. Irving, felt that the disparity was a result 

of self-imposed barriers that women impose upon themselves. Evans believed that the 

barrier of fear was one that many women in leadership cannot overcome: 

I think there's a lot of fear out there. Umm, I think a lot of women look at the 
superintendency and they don't see themselves in this role because for one thing 
you're on the firing line every day of the week, every day of the week you're on 
the firing line. . .1 think for a lot of women it's hard to put yourself in that position 
where you're not a person; you're a position... I think a lot of women have a lot 
of fear about that. Umm, I think we take things to heart and that's something I've 
had really, really, really had to work on and you can't take it personally. I think 
there's, there's a lot of fear about the operations area, and about athletics, and 
construction, and you know I think there's a lot of fear out there with a lot of 
women that they don't know about those things because women traditionally have 
gone to the curriculum area, and they haven't gone to the operations areas. 

Supt. Irving also acknowledged that there was a gender discrepancy and believes 

it is due to time constraints that women refuse to conform to if they have a family: 

I do think, for a long, long, long time it's just been a male-dominated profession. 
And, it's a lot of work, it's a lot of hours and, like I said, I was lucky that my 
children were teens when I started because I don't think I would have wanted to 
do it when they were younger.. .I've known some of them to become 
superintendents and not enjoy the job, don't like dealing with the board of 
education, that's a challenge as well. That's a different dynamic. You know, I've 
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known superintendents who've left the field. They just want to go back and do 
curriculum or something that's more within their realm that they feel comfortable 
with. 

Two respondents, Supt. Greene and Supt. Hinton, appeared to be optimistic about 

the future closing of the gap between males and females in the superintendency. Greene 

believed that change was forthcoming and should be welcomed: "I think we are coming 

along and as long as we accept that I think we're gonna be better off. . . whether you're a 

female superintendent or a male superintendent, it's all changing." 

Supt. Hinton also felt that the gap was closing, and attributed it due to the current 

climate of accountability in education: 

Change takes time. People are afraid of change, and I think that what's driving 
this change to go towards females rather than males is the change when No Child 
Left Behind came. Then men were brick and mortar people. The females were 
assistant superintendents of curriculum and instruction. Then NCLB and all of a 
sudden school systems were being held accountable for what improvements the 
children—the academic improvements I think some of the school boards started 
seeing the light turn on and said, "We got the wrong person at the helm! We gotta 
have somebody with curriculum and instruction, the heck with the order and brick 
and mortar.. . local school boards, hopefully, are changing their interviewing 
strategy and their looking more for an individual who can lead a system in 
academic change and improvement. 

Impact of Glass Ceiling 

Participants were also asked whether they believed the Glass Ceiling exists and if 

so, to what depth. Participants that faced this barrier were also requested to share how 

they attained the superintendency, in spite of it. 

In their interviews, these female superintendents shared possible reasons for their 

attainment being delayed until their later years. One reason, according to Supt. 

Alexander, is the "Glass Ceiling" that promotes White males and grooms them for 

leadership. During her interview, she acknowledged that young principals are usually 
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White and male. She explains that these men usually reach the superintendency around 

the age of 30-35. 

He was probably an assistant principal when I he was 25, 26. But that doesn't 
usually happen to African-American males. Then, that's how you get 
superintendents that [are] superintendents for 30 and 25 years because by the time 
they were 35, somebody made them a superintendent. Even at 30, they were 
appointed. 

Supt. Coles also expressed similar views. She was surprised to hear that her state 

was ahead of other states in decreasing the gender gap among superintendents because 

she has had other experiences that are contrary to progression. Believes there is still a 

"Good 01' Boy" mentality and that there are a lot of people who believe that women 

can't handle supervising a school district: 

That really surprises me. Um, because I think sometimes it's still that "Good 01' 
Boy" mentality.. . there's a lot of people out there that still think that um, women 
can't be responsible for an organization of this size. In fact, I had a former board 
member in the system that I was in, that said to me, "Well, I really wish that you 
could go in and be a superintendent of a smaller system before you have to take 
on that [her larger system]. 

Unlike the majority of respondents, Supt. Greene shared that she did not feel that 

the Glass Ceiling was a barrier for her. "I always feel torn when someone sends me a 

survey about the Glass Ceiling and being discriminated against because I really never felt 

that way." 

Stress Levels 

All superintendents were questioned regarding the stress level they perceived was 

caused by the position. Only one respondent felt that the position had "Little Stress." Two 

respondents felt that the position had "Very Great Stress" while the majority, 6 of the 9 of 

the respondents felt that the position had "Considerable Stress." Since most respondents 
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considered the position to be stressful, the responses to this question were considered 

salient. Figure 2 below illustrates the respondents' perceived stress levels of the 

superintendency position. 

Considerable 
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Figure 2. Perceived Stress Levels of Position 

Superintendent Greene discussed some of the factors that cause stress for 

superintendents, and explained that although she is placed in the most prominent role of 

the district, the power is often "perceived" but not actual: 

Something that I think those who really want to be superintendents underestimate 
or don't realize, they don't realize that you actually have five, or seven, or nine 
bosses. That you're the CEO, but you work for a board that has um, goals, and has 
political constituents, and how do you balance all of that with what you know you 
need to get done to benefit the kids? 

Many of the respondents entered the position with an awareness of the stress level 

it could cause, yet felt that this was a trade-off for the satisfaction of performing in the 

role. One respondent, Supt. Alexander, discussed how her previous position as a high 
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school principal prepared her for the superintendency and used humor to explain how the 

stress of that position affected her: "As a matter of fact, my hair went gray . . . because of 

the stress levels of, of doing the work." However, she went on to share that positions 

were almost identical, except that the superintendency has a larger internal and external 

audience. 

Supt. Bridges also admitted that she entered the position knowing that stress 

would be a factor, and used the analogy of serving in the military and accepting stress as 

a requirement of the position: 

It is a very difficult assignment and um, you know, people have to really think 
about are they ready to commit. It's like being drafted, really, and knowing you're 
going overseas. Are you ready to? Are you enlisting knowing that you 're gonna be 
on assignment and this comes with it? And having a clear understanding because I 
hate to have people think it's an easy job, because it's not. 

Supt. Coles explained how the stress of the position often comes from the time 

commitments required: "There have been some nights when it's been four or five 

activities in a night and I have made it to all of them . . .but I think that establishing a 

relationship with the community has been very critical." 

Supt. Irving also discussed the time commitment required: "And it's not a 40 hour 

a week job . . .you can be called on anytime in the day or night." 

Supt. Evans shared how the tension is so high it takes little time for her to meet 

her insurance deductible due to stress related medical expenses: "I mean it takes me so 

little time to get rid of my, to get my deductible, my insurance deductible out of the way 

every year." 
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Supt. Fields also shared how the position requires a resiliency and an ability to 

rebound from the stress it can cause: "I'm able to.. .kind of take the hits and come back 

and not, not just fold. And then I think it is superintendent's job, you gotta have that. 

Supt. Hinton discussed the stress she has endured in the position, and humorously 

reflects on her first year as superintendent. During this time, she had to deal with a 

Federal Desegregation Consent Order and an issue with the Department of Defense: 

My first year, honey, I was baptized under fire! We were under the Federal 
consent order, desegregation . . . so, we went down that road, which was really 
exciting, and were out from under it, no longer policed, which we should have 
been years ago. . . and so honey, after I made it through my first year, nothing can 
rattle me! You hear me? Anyway, we got through that, it was funny. I think that 
anything else was a piece of cake. 

All respondents felt that although the position caused stress, it came with the 

territory. However, each shared that they had found ways to deal with the stress and 

adequately perform their duties. In addition, all participants shared that the stress levels 

did not outweigh the rewards of being a superintendent. 

Personal Rewards 

In contrast to the perceived stress levels were the superintendents' views of the 

personal rewards of the position. The responses to this question were considered salient, 

with all respondents considering their role as superintendent to be "Rewarding" to "Very 

Rewarding." Figure 3 below illustrates the respondents' perceived reward levels of the 

superintendency position. 
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Figure 3. Perceived Reward Levels of Position 

All superintendents found the position to be rewarding, with 1 of the 9 

considering it "Rewarding" and 8 of the 9 considering it "Very Rewarding." These 

responses provided support for the repondents' views that the position involved high 

stress, yet provided great personal satisfaction. Supt. Hinton shared an experience that 

illustrated this fact: 

Yesterday I went to Morehouse [to a graduation ceremony]. I went up to him and 

he just smiled but he wouldn't say anything and I said, "I know, I can't do nothing to you 

now." And we both laughed and he gave me the biggest bear hug, squeezed the daylights 

out of me. And it's about uh, kids want to be disciplined, I work with at risk kids. 

Supt. Fields discussed how the stress of the role can affect an individual's health. 

Life events, such as the death of a loved one, cannot be addressed adequately due to the 

demands of the position. " A year ago [since losing her mother] and umm, I can't believe 

I'm coming up to a year. And after that it just seemed like my health went down. I never 

thought that, you know there is that mind body connection." However, she considered the 

position to be "Very Rewarding" despite the demands of the role. 

Another respondent, Supt. Evans, felt that the position involved "Very Great 

Stress". She also discussed the fact that the high stress levels even cause related medical 

V e r y 
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expenses. In spite of this, she finds it rewarding when she looks at the children at 

graduation and sees the professional growth of the teachers and administrators she has 

mentored and guided: 

It's huge stress. Umm, but it is just so rewarding for me to able to stand at 
graduation and look at my kids. And to look at my teachers who are doing great 
things I really feel it's great to watch, to watch my principals and my 
directors, and my teachers grow. And to see my kids do great things. I mean it's, 
it's a very personal thing. 

When asked if they would consider seeking the position again, 100% of the 

respondents stated that they would. This view supports the superintendents' perceptions 

that the high stress of the position is not a strong enough factor to deter them from 

seeking the position. Supt. Coles became emotional when she discussed how rewarding it 

was for her to gain the respect of her daughters, once she was appointed to the 

superintendency: 

One of the things that's been probably the most rewarding for me, is the fact that I 
do have three daughters (rises and shows interviewer their picture on hutch above 
desk) And (pauses, eyes well with tears, voice softens).. .they have been so 
proud of me, if that makes any sense at all. They have just been so proud of this 
accomplishment. 

Impact of Role 

Each participant discussed how the role of superintendent affected her personal 

lives and professional choices. For some, the role has changed their lives by making it 

more stressful, while others have relied on their spouses or families for assistance. All 

respondents shared that the role has impacted them to the point of consciously deciding to 

mentor others, especially females, to aspire to the position. 
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Personal Relationships 

Each female superintendent was asked to reflect on whether the role of 

superintendent affected their personal relationships (family, friends, spouse/partner) once 

they had attained the position. Supt. Coles explains how the role of superintendent can 

change a person's identity within the community, thus causing a bit of stress for the 

family: "It is almost like being the rock star in town." 

Supt. Alexander shared how her job leaves little time for relaxation, yet she takes 

time to regroup with a group of friends she has maintained since childhood: ". . .every 

three to five years we go on some big vacation on an island and catch up." 

Supt. Bridges shared how her professional life and personal life often overlap; yet 

she makes a conscious effort not to hold leadership positions in areas outside of the 

workplace: 

I am a member of {National African-America Women's Civic Organization) and I 
purposely do not hold ANY leadership roles there because I just don't have the 
time, I can't fulfill my commitment. People are always pulling on me, trying to 
get me—uhhhhh, church, you know when I came to {current city) and transferred 
uh, they immediately reached out to me but I resisted that. I just cannot—because 
I can't really be fair to, you know, to them when I have so much to do here. 

Many of the respondents stated that while the position affected their personal life, 

their spouses were able to adjust to the necessary changes, even if it meant retiring or 

relocating. Supt. Fields' husband contributed greatly to her success as superintendent 

when he decided to leave his job to relocate with her. Supt. Evans' spouse also had to 

make occupational adjustments when she accepted her role. Once she obtained the 

superintendency, her husband realized that she needed him to retire and be available to 

provide her with emotional support: ". . .most difficult time ever to be a superintendent. . 
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. anybody'11 tell you that. . .whether retired, [or] currently working . . .he said "you need 

me to help you. " And I mean he is, without a doubt, very supportive." 

Supt. Hinton's husband also retired in order to assist her, and now "chauffeurs" 

her to all of the sports activities in the district. "I've got a husband who's retired and 

loves sports and loves to go places and I have two high schools and every other Friday 

night we bounce back and forth." Surprisingly, Supt. Irving stated that her husband also 

retired to support her and now also performs the role of "chauffeur" in order to assist her: 

"He can just take me wherever I need to be, and I can just work in the car." 

Decision to Mentor Others 

All respondents discussed their conscious decision to mentor others. Although 6 

of the 9 received mentoring prior to the superintendency, all appear to be aware of the 

enrichment it provides to aspiring leaders and all 9 have in turn, provided this service, 

even if it had not been provided for them. As a result, this theme is considered salient. 

Many of the respondents shared that they have mentored both genders, even 

though they may have faced gender and racial discrimination along their pathway. Supt. 

Evans has mentored both males and females, even though she acknowledges that she 

received mentoring from only males, since there weren't any females available to mentor 

her. Supt. Bridges' did not receive any mentoring prior to her superintendency, from 

either males or females. However, she has made a conscious effort to provide assistance 

to both genders, on an equivalent basis: "I've had both. Yeah, almost an equal number of 

both." 
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Supt. Coles also mentors both genders and all ethnicities. She appears to have 

chosen to do so as a result of some of the barriers she faced, and takes pride in the fact 

that she has helped other females overcome these same barriers: 

I have a principal, right now.. . [in another county] she is an African-American.. 
.first of all that they'd never had a female high school principal and then on top of 
that, she was also an African-American . . .so she, in my eyes, had two barriers 
that she had to crawl over. And, um, I was darn determined that she was going to 
be successful! 

Supt. Davis has also mentored both male and females. She believes that being an 

effective mentor is one of the required duties of a superintendent, so that the district will 

continue to operate efficiently once they have left the position: 

I have not professionally mentored another superintendent. I have professionally 
mentored; I am professionally mentoring my principals and assistant principals, 
which I think it's my job. . . .when I retire I want it to be like, "Oh yeah she was 
superintendent. Yeah, but she's gone though, no big deal." I want them to 
know umm, what to do if I were to leave. So I'm mentoring them in all those 
areas: personnel, budget, curriculum, instruction. I'm giving them responsibilities 
in that area, and sort of supporting them as they go through it. 

Supt. Irving also feels that mentoring is a required duty of the superintendency: "I 

hope that my administrators here consider me a mentor because I have a philosophy that I 

don't want anyone in my school as administrators that I don't expect to be a principal one 

day." She explains her mentoring philosophy: "You know there's certain ways to mentor. 

You know, you can't give somebody the answers, but you can lead them there." Irving 

goes on to share her experience as a mentor for another male superintendent. Even 

though one was not provided for her once she achieved the superintendency, she feels the 

process is valuable to a superintendent being successful: 

I had a wonderful experience. It was as good for me as it was for him because you 
know it's good to have that person to talk to, I've already spoken to him this year, 
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"I'm no longer formally mentoring you and you're a veteran now, but call me so 
we can keep in touch." So, it's a good thing, it really is. 

Some, like Supt. Alexander, have even went so far as to make a concerted effort 

to "give back" in this area by mentoring others with leadership potential, regardless of 

gender or ethnicity. However, she admits she makes a special effort to mentor women 

because she feels they face more biases than males: 

I do favor women. Okay? To help them along the way.. .1 have um, a personal 
goal. And my personal goal is to make five superintendents and so far I've made 
three. I'm hoping I can make four, soon, shortly, and then I'll only have one more 
to go and then I said I was gonna quit work, [of the three superintendents she has 
mentored] One is a man, one is White, the other is Black, she is an African-
American female. 

Like her colleagues, Supt. Fields also believes that mentoring is a required duty 

and appears to have a personal goal in helping mentees reach a certain level of success: 

I think it's something that you just take on that you believe in . . .I've mentored 
some of my young men as well as.. .some of my up and coming young women. I 
have one that's been applying for superintendent positions and he's been in the 
finalists umm, twice I think. He hasn't made it yet, but you know it's a lot of 
interviewing sometimes before you actually get what you want. 

Some reflected on how their mentees often have to be "pushed" towards their 

roles, because they lack the confidence even though they have the skills. Supt. Hinton 

provides an example of how she empowered an individual she mentored to confront a 

challenge and move out of her comfort zone: 

I can remember sending her off and she'd say, "I can't do that." And I'd say, 
"Yes, you can. I'm not gonna send you on something you can't do." It just got the 
point where I just said, "Yes, you are. You're ready, and I'm expecting you to do 
that." And then she'd say, "Alright." And I'm thinking (laughs), "God, she thinks 
she can do it! 

Supt. Greene also believes mentoring is important although it sometimes involves 

some tough conversations that include some criticism. Like Hinton, she believes people 
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are not always mentored because they are strong but because they have potential and 

need to be empowered to confront challenges. She has mentored both genders and 

believes that her efforts are worthwhile when her mentees are successful: ". . you see the 

capacity, you see the potential, but you also see some real deficits that are holding some 

of those people back. And those are the ones, to me that are most gratifying, but also 

sometimes the most troubling." 

Recommendations for Aspiring Females 

Each female superintendent was asked to reflect on their experience in ascending 

to the position of superintendent and to provide recommendations to other females 

aspiring to this position. All respondents appeared to be supportive of upcoming female 

leaders and many provided words of wisdom that they based on their past positive and 

negative experiences. 

Supt. Alexander provided this advice to aspiring females: "I'd say, "Go for it!" 

There are a lot of really bright people on the boards of education and they recognize a 

quality employee when they see one." 

Supt. Coles recollects on her experiences and attributes some of her success to her 

desire to be self-motivated to learn new skills that would make her well-rounded 

administratively. She notices that many aspiring leaders lack these qualities, and as a 

result are often overlooked for advancement: "As I interview leadership candidates, it is 

so easy to tell the ones that primarily spend their time doing discipline and operations, 

and those people that spend their time with instruction and curriculum." 
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Supt. Greene also recommended that aspiring female leaders explore various 

experiences that will allow them to competently perform the required duties of a 

superintendent: 

I would be as involved in as many things as that show that you are innovative, 
that you work harder than anybody else, that umm, you are very, very focused on 
student achievement... I think you need to be ready to accept that picture, that 
it's not just about, um, understanding teaching and learning. It's not just 
understanding duty, it's not just understanding partners in education, it not just 
understanding politics, but it's understanding how they all fit together and how 
each one of these things has a different definition, depending on the situation. 
Nowhere is situational leadership and transformational leadership as, um, 
apparent and critical as it is in the superintendency. 

Like Coles and Greene, Supt. Irving advised females who aspire to the role to 

gain experience in areas they are not comfortable with, such as budgeting and finance, 

even if it required them to volunteer. Irving also believes one should be a school 

administrator before being a superintendent in order to perfect their problem solving and 

communication skills, which she feels are important to successfully handling the 

superintendency. She advised aspiring candidates to "do a little homework in some of 

these areas that don't come naturally to them." 

Supr. Hinton also advises females to gain experience in unfamiliar areas: "Well, I 

would tell them that they need to learn about every facet of the job. The job just isn't 

curriculum and instruction, it's about budgeting, it's about personnel." She also suggests 

that females utilize appropriate negotiation skills: ". . .be careful about being pushy. Be 

assertive, not aggressive—there is a difference. Listen, and be willing to learn, be willing 

to compromise." 

Supt. Bridges advises female leaders to be aware of the level of commitment 

involved; a self-imposed barrier that she feels deters some from the position: 
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I think they have to know that they are prepared to commit, literally. I wish that I 
could say you have um, balance—I talk lot at these, uh, uh, universities and 
seminars and people always say, "But how do you find balance? " And you don't, 
right. It is very, very, very difficult. You strive for it, because it is the right thing 
to do, but it is a very difficult. It's like you're on assignment almost. I think of it 
as I'm on assignment and some day the assignment will end and I'll be able to do 
some of those other things. But right now I'm literally, uh, working night and 
day.. . I always tell women that it's unfortunate that, um, you have to really do 
that— but it comes with the territory. 

Supt. Davis also advises female leaders to seek out various experiences while 

building on their strengths, which usually are a result of some of the barriers they face 

prior to obtaining the superintendency. She advises a female seeking the position to get to 

know the details and intimate workings of budgeting, federal programs, human resources, 

professional standards, and state specific policies. In addition, she feels a good 

superintendent begins as the best classroom teacher they can be since they must have an 

intricate knowledge about instruction and assessment, both summative and formative. 

This knowledge is necessary because as a superintendent, you have to be an instructional 

leader that can model and identify best practices. If you can't, teachers will be able to tell 

that you can't and will have trouble respecting you. Since females often remain in the 

classroom longer than males before becoming leaders, this can be an advantage for them: 

I mean, you need to excel there [in the classroom] and you need to understand 
how you feel about instruction and how you feel about assessment.. . you need to 
understand the value of formative assessment and assessment for the 
improvement of instruction, as well as the evaluation of student work... .you 
have to have a working knowledge of that to be a successful leader because 
otherwise people can see through you pretty quickly. 

Supt. Evans advises females to be comfortable with their selves and confident. 

She stresses that superintendents, especially females, have to display confidence in their 

decisions because others will view doubts as a major flaw. Also, females in leadership 
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when necessary. She explains how the decision-making process differs for males and 

females in leadership: 

The first time you waffle, then people are gonna start looking and thinking, 
"Hmmm..." You also have to know how to say, "You know, I made a mistake." 
And you have to go back and fix it, but you can't do that too often! 

Supt. Fields advises females to use some of their natural traits to their advantage. 

She believes females should use their power of persuasion to gain access to positions, not 

in a sexual way, but by navigating their way with determination and convincing people to 

provide them with opportunities to help her complete tasks. She recommends that 

women recognize that they are usually the minority in leadership and probably not the 

person being focused on during meetings for a number of reasons. For one, physically, 

women can also be ignored since they are usually smaller in stature and speak with softer 

voices, so as a result they don't receive the same level of respect as their male 

counterparts. Supt. Fields also advises women to leave their personal feelings or egos out 

of the equation so that they can work with people to get tasks completed. When serving 

in the superintendency, women can use their gender to their advantage when they adopt 

the role of "mother" within their systems. She explains her personal navigation through 

the use of these skills: 

I think as a female coming up is the biggest thing that you have to learn to do is 
use your power of persuasion. And I don't mean that in any kind of cute way.. . I 
had to learn how to navigate and get people to do the things I wanted them to do. 
A, because I knew what I was talking about, but B because I could, I could 
persuade them because I knew what I saw, there was that expert leadership. . . 
.you're not going to be the person sitting in the meeting with the loudest voice, 
you're not gonna be probably the tallest or the biggest person there. . . they don't 
necessarily give you the same respect that they would give an [names a prominent 
male superintendent] you know. . . you can't have this humongous ego, you've 
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gotta figure out ways to kind of work with people. You, you almost become like 
the mother of the system. 

Summary 

Six of the nine respondents experienced early leadership in the home due to being 

first-borns. Out of the remaining three, one experienced early leadership due to being 

treated as the first-born psychologically. In addition, 8 of the 9 respondents experienced 

early leadership before the age of eighteen outside of the home through extracurricular 

activities either at school and/or church. 

Most respondents felt that their professional pathway largely impacted their 

ascension to their current role, although only two individuals traveled the "typical" 

pathway (Sharp et al., 2004) that included a high school principalship. A large number of 

respondents, 6 out of 9, felt that their pathway allowed them to develop effective 

communication skills through both education and non-education related positions. Eight 

of the nine respondents also felt that past positions provided them with essential 

knowledge that they find useful in their current role, whether they were from entry-level 

or management-level positions. Seven of the nine respondents also felt that they 

developed empathy for others along their professional pathway while serving in roles that 

included special education, and serving high-risk populations. According to six of the 

nine respondents, previous job-related experiences also increased their confidence and 

encouraged them to either seek the position and/or effectively complete the duties after 

being appointed. Five of the nine respondents felt that their educational preparation made 

a large impact on their professional pathway, since it opened the doors for future 

leadership opportunities. Mentoring was another factor that influenced the professional 
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pathway of 6 out of the 9 respondents. Of these six, females mentored two. One 

participant theorized that this was possibly due to the outside barrier of limited female 

mentors available. 

When participants were asked to reflect on self-imposed barriers they had viewed 

regarding others and/or experienced regarding themselves, they were very candid in their 

responses. Eight of the nine stated that they made a conscious choice to delay seeking the 

superintendency until their children had at least reached puberty, with one even choosing 

to be a "stay at home mom" until her children were old enough to attend school. Another 

salient theme was family choices, due to spousal influence and being "place-bound." 

Outside barriers discussed included gender discrimination that included the 

"Good Ol'Boy Network" and the "Glass Ceiling." Many superintendents shared that they 

had experienced this form of discrimination both prior to and subsequent to appointment. 

Two of the nine respondents, who considered themselves minorities, also shared that 

race-based discrimination was also a factor. The recruitment process was considered an 

issue for some; however, some shared how they had benefited from having the "inside 

track" from their predecessors or mentors. 

When superintendents were asked to provide an explanation as to why a gender 

disparity existed, some (4 out of 9) shared that the disparity was a result of attitudes 

regarding males as the norm for leadership; two believed that the disparity was a result of 

self-imposed barriers, and two acknowledged that it existed but progress was being made. 

Two respondents felt that the practice of gender discrimination affected the age of 

attainment for females, while one respondent felt that gender discrimination had not been 

an issue for her along her professional pathway. 
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Eight out of nine respondents considered the position to cause stress, with two 

perceiving it to cause "Very Great Stress" and six perceiving it to cause "Considerable 

Stress." However, this same position was perceived by eight of the nine respondents to be 

"Very Rewarding." The role impacted the lives of respondents' personal and family lives. 

For some, their spouses made occupational changes to accommodate them and/or assist 

them in their duties. 

Respondents advised aspiring females to seek new opportunities and experiences, 

especially in areas that are often considered "male-oriented" such as budgeting and 

operations. Aspiring females were also advised to be confident, build on their strengths, 

and have an awareness of the duties and commitment required for the position. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to document the personal and professional 

pathways of a Southern state's current female superintendents. The findings of this study 

were supported by current research. Along their professional pathways, the nine 

participants in this study shared experiences of direct or indirect gender discrimination, 

lacked female superior mentors, and imposed barriers for themselves based on maternal 

or family influences. Along their personal pathways, all experienced early leadership, 

whether inside or outside of the home. The majority of respondents believed that their 

professional pathway influenced their attainment of a superintendency, whether through 

the development of skills, networking, mentor influence, or educational achievements. 

Characteristics of Respondents 

Nine female superintendents participated in this qualitative study and represented 

approximately 20% of this state's current population of women who supervise the 180 

public school systems. Their ages range from 45- 65, with the majority of them (5 of the 

9) being 55-60. The districts they supervise range from rural to urban, with the largest 

group, 4 of the 9, managing rural systems. The range of the respondents' length of tenure 

in their current superintendency varied from 1 to 9 or more years, with the majority of 

them (6) having served five or more years. The years of experience in the role of 
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superintendent ranges from 1 to 15 or more, with the majority of them (7 of the 9) having 

five or more years. 

Current researchers state that the majority of female superintendents are highly 

satisfied with their position (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Katz, 2006), Caucasian, middle-

aged, and highly educated in the field of education (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Sharp et 

al., 2004). The respondents to this study displayed almost identical characteristics: 100% 

of them were "Very Satisfied" with the position, 7 of the 9 were White, 88% were 

middle-aged, and 100% were highly educated in the field of education with 7 of the 9 

having Educational Doctorates and 2 of the 9 of them having Educational Specialist 

degrees. 

Summary of Major Findings 

The participants in this study revealed salient themes that supported current 

research in regards to Feminist Theory, The Five-Factor Model of Personality, and 

Servant-Leadership. Respondents indicated that they had personally experienced 

discrimination based on their gender, and the majority of respondents are considered 

first-born. In addition, all nine respondents professionally mentor others, either currently 

or in the past. 

Discussion of Findings 

Feminist Theory is based on the assumption that the rights of females are , 

commonly compromised due to society's androcentric and ethnocentric views. The 

responses of participants supported this theory: 6 of the 9 participants in this study stated 

that they believed that the promotion of females to the position of superintendent was 

impeded by society's preference for male educational leadership. The theories presented 



by the Five-Factor Model of Personality, that birth order plays a significant role in the 

evolution of adult character, were also supported by this study since 7 of the 9 

respondents are considered first-born. The concept of service is the core foundation of the 

Servant-Leadership model (Koshal, 2005). Leaders that follow this model focus on 

meeting the needs of those they lead (Crippen, 2004) by developing other's strengths and 

facilitating their personal growth. The participants' responses supported this concept, 

since all nine have provided the service of mentoring to others, whether or not they 

received mentoring prior to obtaining their position. 

Findings for Research Question One 

The first question that guided this qualitative study sought to uncover what 

personal pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for study 

participants. The findings for this question were supported by both Feminist Theory and 

the Five-Factor Model of Personality. Of the nine female participants, seven were 

considered first-borns and were either encouraged or required to assist with maternal and 

housekeeping duties within the home. Seven of the nine participants also discussed that 

the development of empathy for others along their personal pathway was a definite 

influence along their professional pathway. Many of the personality traits and personal 

skills that participants stated were beneficial to them were related to this theory of 

personality development. Table 1 lists the salient themes that emerged as respondents 

discussed their personal pathways. 
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Table 1. 

Salient Themes as Female Superintendents Discuss Their Personal Pathways 

Theme 1 Theme 2 
Firstborn Early 

Leadership 
Participants 

Alexander 

Bridges 

Coles 

Davis 

Evans 

Fields 

Greene 

Hinton 

Irving 

*perceived as eldest 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X* 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Findings for Research Question Two 

The second question that guided this qualitative study sought to uncover what 

professional pathways led to the attainment of a superintendent position for study 

participants. The findings for this question were supported by both Feminist Theory and 

Servant-Leadership. All nine participants indicated that they had experienced some form 

of gender based discrimination along their professional pathway that was rooted in the 

beliefs of Feminist Theory. Of the 9 participants, 7 indicated that they chose to pursue the 

superintendency due to their personal commitment to American public education, rather 
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than a desire for higher compensation. In addition, all 9 participants have provided 

mentoring to others, due to their desire to extend the service of grooming aspirants for the 

position. Table 2 lists the salient themes that emerged as respondents discussed their 

professional pathways. 

Table 2. 

Salient Themes as Female Superintendents Discuss Their Professional Pathways 

Theme 1 
Communication 
Skills 

Participants 

Alexander 

Bridges 

Coles 

Davis 

Evans 

Fields 

Greene 

Hinton 

Irving 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Theme 2 
Essential 
Knowledge 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Theme 3 
Empathy for 

: Stakeholders 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Theme 4 
Confidence 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Theme 5 
Educational 
Preparation 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Theme 6 
Influence of 
Mentors 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 
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Feminist Theory 

All respondents indicated that they experienced gender-based discriminatory 

practices along their professional pathway. When asked what they perceived to be a 

possible cause for the gender disparity among public school superintendents, 6 of the 9 

respondents felt that society's views of male-dominated leadership, which is the basis of 

Feminist Theory, was a major factor. 

This study supports the findings of current researchers (Sakkali & Beydogan, 

2002; Shakeshaft, 2000; Sharp et al., 2004) that note in their studies that attitudes towards 

women in leadership affect the promotion of females to the role of superintendent. The 

participants' experiences also support the assertions of previous researchers that the 

percentage of female superintendents can also be influenced by prejudices involving the 

maternal roles of women (Williams, 2005; Sharp et al.), the tradition of males as 

authority figures ((Bjork, 2000; Coleman, 2003; Sakalli & Beydogan, 2002), and the lack 

of female mentors to "groom" other women for future leadership (American Association 

of School Administrators [AASA], 2007; Loder, 2005). All participants experienced 

some level of gender-based discrimination along their professional pathway. All 

participants experienced the influence of a self-imposed barrier regarding their maternal 

role and/or their role within their family. Eight of the nine respondents admitted to 

delaying their progression along their professional pathway in order to fulfill their 

maternal duties, while five of the nine admitted to delaying some degree of their 

professional progression due to their concern for family and/or spousal obligations. Six of 

the nine respondents received some professional mentoring prior to obtaining their 

superintendency, while only one-third of them received this guidance from females. 
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These results support the findings of a 2004 study, (Sharp et al.) that note that the pool of 

retired and current female superintendents is too small to adequately mentor the growing 

population of aspiring females. One respondent remarked that she received all of her 

mentoring from males, since there "weren't any females available." Table 3 lists the 

salient themes that emerged as respondents discussed barriers they faced along their 

pathways. 

Table 3. 

Salient Themes as Female Superintendents Discuss Barriers 

Participants 

Alexander 

Bridges 

Coles 

Davis 

Evans 

Fields 

Greene 

Hinton 

Irving 

Self-imposed 

Theme 1 
Parental 
Roles 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Theme 2 
Family 
Choices 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Outside 

Theme 1 
Gender-Based 
Discriminatory Practices 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 
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The Five-Factor Model of Personality 

The participants in this study also revealed salient themes that supported current 

research in regards to The Five-Factor Model of Personality. This model states that five 

factors are primarily related to personality development, and that birth order plays a 

significant role in the evolution of adult character. The qualities that have been attributed 

to firstborn children: ambition, intelligence, achievement, and extraversion (Ashby, 

LoCicero, & Kenny, 2003) are directly related to this model, as well as studies which 

note the characteristics of effective leaders. The majority of respondents, 6 of the 9, were 

the oldest of their family's siblings. Another participant was considered as the eldest, due 

to extenuating circumstances, therefore raising this number to 7 out of 9. 

In addition, when asked about their professional pathways, several salient themes 

emerged that were related to the primary characteristics of first-borns that are also the 

foundation of the Five-Factor Model. Confidence, which has been linked to extraversion, 

was identified as a theme for 6 of the 9 of the respondents when they were asked to 

reflect on their professional pathway. In addition, Educational Preparation, which has 

been linked to intelligence, ambition, and achievement, was identified as a theme for 5 of 

the 9 of the respondents, with 7 of the 9 having Educational Doctorates, and 2 of the 9 

having Educational Specialist degrees. The acquisition of Essential Knowledge, which 

has been linked to ambition and achievement, was identified as a theme for 8 of the 9 

respondents in regards to their professional pathway. 

Early experiences with leadership allow first-born children to develop their skills 

regarding conflict resolution, decision-making, and facilitating (Andeweg & Van Den 

Berg, 2003). These increased skills could explain why first-borns are more likely to 
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pursue and successful perform administrative and leadership positions (Andeweg & Van 

den Berg, 2003: Eckstein & Driscoll, 1983; Newman et al., 1995; Stewart, 1977). Supt. 

Coles, a first-born, explains that she provides leadership not only in the workplace, but 

also in her family: ". . .yes, I am a leader. Um, in my family situation, with my parents, 

now with extended family, yeah I'm kinda always the Cruise Director, the person who's 

kind of in charge." 

The first factor, Extraversion, has been positively related to leadership, since these 

individuals were not afraid to assume dominant or leadership roles within a group (Judge, 

Bono, Hies, & Gerhardt, 2002). The results of this study strongly support this factor as 

being evident in female superintendents, since 8 of the 9 respondents experienced early 

leadership, whether inside or outside of the home, prior to reaching adulthood. In 

addition, since 6 of the 9 of the respondents were first-borns and one was considered as a 

first-born within the family, resulting in a level of 7 out of 9, the saliency of responses in 

regards to birth order also provide strong support for this personality factor. One 

respondent who is a first-born, Supt. Davis, explains how female superintendents often 

exhibit these traits: 

A lot of the women superintendents that I've met have sort of strong personalities. 
Uh, we got nerves of steel. Uh, some of the ones that I've met that have been the 
most successful have been visionaries.. . in this job you need to have a vision of 
where you want your system to be 5, 10 years out. And, then you need to be a 
good planner, how we're gonna get there. Uh, you gotta be a good, I guess you 
have to have good discernment when it comes to people. About who to put where, 
because that's the, one of the strongest ways or the easy—one of the best ways to 
use to have progress in your school system, is having the right people in the right 
place. And you gotta know what their strengths are, and how to use 'em, and how 
to capitalize on, how to bring out the best in those people, and how to empower 
them to do their jobs, so you don't have to do their job plus your job. 
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Agreeableness, the second factor, is related to the qualities of being trustworthy, 

gentle, and kind (Judge & Bono, 2000). Individuals who are first-born often develop 

these skills from being entrusted with the task of caring for their siblings in their parents' 

absence (Andeweg & Van Den Berg, 2003). When the role of women in the household is 

explored, this role has even further depth. Since the mother normally fills the maternal 

role within the family, the eldest daughter is often required to fill this role in her absence 

(Andeweg & Van Den Berg, 2003). The primary responsibilities related to maternal roles 

include the caretaking of children and using qualities that are directly related to 

Agreeableness: gentleness, empathy, and kindness. One respondent, Supt. Fields, even 

advises aspiring females to take on a maternal role, as she has, in order to persuade others 

to follow their leadership: ". . . figure out ways to kind of work with people . . . become 

like the mother of the system." Another salient theme which emerged, Empathy for 

Stakeholders, was of an essential part of the pathway of 7 of the 9 of the respondents. 

The third factor is Conscientiousness. This trait deals with dependability and 

achievement (Judge & Bono, 2000) and is related to performance and effective leadership 

(Judge, Bono, Hies, & Gerhardt, 2002). Occupationally, this advantage often leads to 

individuals being more likely to be selected for supervisory roles (Eckstein & Driscoll, 

1983; Newman et al., 1995). Since first-borns are often assigned parental roles within the 

family, these traits often develop. Being a first-born also proves to be an advantage since 

they may have experienced numerous opportunities to strengthen these skills prior to 

entering the workforce. Supt. Greene, a first-born, explains why she feels women 

superintendents are emerging, due to their ability to exhibit these skills: ". . .women are 

excellent at multitasking for the most part, women can be very firm but empathetic, as 
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can some men, but I do think that the ability to change and survive is something that we 

are well suited to do." 

Neuroticism, the fourth factor, is related to leadership in that the achievement of 

status is a personality trait has been strongly linked to first-borns, due to the stronger 

level of nervousness, excitement, and pressure that is bestowed upon them in the home 

(Andeweg & Van Den Berg, 2003), that leads to a desire to please their parents and 

results in an adult desire to please authority (White, Campbell, Stewart, Davis & 

Pilkington, 1997). The influence of mentors, a factor that 6 of the 9 of the respondents 

felt contributed to their success, could also be regarded as being related to Neuroticism 

since mentors can be considered as authority figures that participants desired to please. 

First-borns also have a stronger desire to achieve perfectionism (Ashby, LoCicero, & 

Kenny, 2003). Supt. Coles, a first-born, explains how this anxiety drove her to achieve 

perfection: 

I grew up as a child being, um taunted, being made fun of, and um, I think that I 
led to me strive to be, to work a little harder, but I think that's it. I think what has 
driven me is that I'm always afraid that I'm not gonna be good enough. So I'm 
always an overachiever in order to try to be good enough. 

The fifth factor, Openness to Experience (Judge & Bono, 2000) is the only one 

that has been proven to show correlations with intelligence, a trait that is more commonly 

demonstrated in first-borns (Zajonc, 2001). The fact that the majority of the respondents 

to this study are first-borns supports the assertion that this trait is evident among leaders. 

In addition, since 7 of the 9 of the respondents to this study had completed Educational 

Doctorate degrees, and 2 of the 9 had completed Educational Specialist degrees, it can be 

surmised that the respondents to this study are of above-average intelligence. 
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Since 6 of the 9 of the 20% of female superintendents in this state are first-borns, 

the results of this study support the assertion that first-born females outnumber middle 

and last-born females in leadership (Eckstein & Driscoll, 1983; Newman et al., 1995). 

The respondents to this study provided insight regarding personality traits that they 

believe have provided them with effective leadership skills that assisted them on their 

pathway to the position, such as being assertive, driven, intellectually ambitious, 

empathetic, and trustworthy. Overall, the respondents to this study have provided salient 

levels of support for the Five-Factor Model of Personality being a key factor that 

contributed to their success. 

Servant-Leadership 

Servant-Leaders are inspired to lead due to their desire to serve (Greenleaf, 1991). 

The ten characteristics of servant-leadership are (Spears): empathy, listening, healing, 

awareness, conceptualization, persuasion, foresight, commitment to the growth of others, 

building communities, and stewardship. Each of these ten characteristics relies heavily on 

the foundation of servant-leadership: listening. Servant-Leadership, lists specific 

characteristics that have been attributed to both female leaders (Robinson & Blumen, 

2003) and first-borns (Stewart, 1977; Newman & Taylor, 1994; Forbes, 1971). The 

responses of participants reflect the common characteristics of Servant-Leaders. All 

participants value the mentoring process and have chosen to mentor others, even though 

only six of the nine respondents received mentoring themselves. Of the nine respondents, 

six chose to pursue the superintendency due to their desire to impact the lives of a larger 

population of students. In addition, seven of the nine respondents decided to pursue the 
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superintendency due to their personal commitment to the institution of our nation's public 

schools. 

Current studies reflect that particular leadership models list characteristics that are 

closely aligned with first-born personalities as described in the Five-Factor Model 

(Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956; Ashby, LoCicero, & Kenny, 2003). One model, Servant-

Leadership, lists specific characteristics that have been attributed to both female leaders 

(Robinson & Blumen, 2003) and first-borns (Stewart, 1977; Newman & Taylor, 1994; 

Forbes, 1971). 

The term "Servant-Leadership" reflects the values that drive leaders that follow 

this model. Servant Leaders are inspired to serve due to their desire to meet others' needs. 

The results of this study provided support for this fact. Sixty-six percent of the 

respondents to this study chose to pursue the superintendency because of their desire to 

have a greater impact on student achievement. In addition, 7 of the 9 chose to pursue the 

superintendency due to their personal commitment to American public education. Supt. 

Hinton's explanation of her motivation to pursue the role provides a personal definition 

of a Servant-Leader: 

You know, you do have the ability to help more children. And so, um, it hasn't 
been anything that I regret. And I noticed the question that says "If you were 
starting over, would you choose it again?" And yes, I would. I love it all even 
though I miss the day-to-day with the kids but in our system it's so small it's easy 
for me to go visit the schools. 

Servant-Leaders encourage, coach, and develop employees to bring out the best in 

them and are concerned with facilitating their personal growth, often by mentoring. These 

leaders are usually empathetic and focus on building a sense of community. The results 

of this study provided strong support for this aspect being evident among female 
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superintendents. Although 6 of the 9 of the respondents received mentoring prior to 

obtaining the superintendency, once they obtained the position, 100% of them provided 

mentoring to others. This supports the assertion that these leaders are Servant-Leaders 

and have used their experiences as an impetus that encourages them to assist others. One 

respondent, Supt. Coles, explains how this process is sometimes painful for mentees, but 

necessary for the good of the organization: 

I have teachers that aspire to be leaders. . . I think that's one of the pieces that I 
had to tell a gentleman recently when he was not hired as a principal. . . I've had 
to hire a principal and I didn't go with the gentleman that was the "shoo-in" that 
was the assistant principal of the school and I had to tell him, "There's some more 
things that you've got to learn. 

This study also revealed that mentors played a key role in advancing the 

professional pathways of individuals, and that there were few female mentors available to 

provide this service to others. Participants in this study that were appointed to their 

positions and/or advanced professionally due to the recommendations of mentors, 

experienced a less strenuous recruitment process or one that did not exist at all. In 

addition, their experiences differ from those in previous studies which note that more 

than half of female candidates are promoted from outside of their current districts 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005). During her interview, Supt. Evans shared how her previous 

superintendent recommended her for her current appointment. She discussed how this 

individual had mentored her while she worked with him in three different school systems 

over a span of more than 20 years. Evans' experiences support these facts: "I've had a lot 

of other mentors... that has been wonderful for me. The interesting thing is I really 

haven't had any female mentors, they've all been male. . . (laughs) because there weren't 



many female superintendents." She went on to explain that as the first female 

superintendent in her district, she is now sought out for mentoring: 

You know I'll have a lot of my teachers will come in and talk to me. I have a lot 
of my principals and assistant principals who work with me, and I, I think that, I 
think the fact that I'm female and I'm in a superintendent role, the first female 
ever in this county. 

The ten characteristics of servant-leadership are (Spears, 1998): empathy, 

listening, healing, awareness, conceptualization, persuasion, foresight, commitment to the 

growth of others, building communities, and stewardship. Each of these ten 

characteristics relies heavily on the foundation of servant-leadership: listening. Brunner 

(2005) noted that the small percentage of women leaders were more likely to describe 

themselves as servant-leaders who focused on being team players. One respondent, Supt. 

Alexander, cited Brunner in her response to the common traits among female educational 

leaders: 

Have you read any of Cris Brunner's work? Most women are overqualified by the 
time they get to the job. They've done and been everything. You know? They've 
sat in 25 seats. It's almost like they have to be twice as good.. . They've had to 
have taught longer, they've had to have a lot of different administrative roles. 

Many of the traits associated with servant-leadership have also been attributed to 

female leaders, especially in the field of education. Supt. Greene explained how these 

skills are necessary for a female superintendent: "Nowhere is situational leadership and 

transformational leadership as, um, apparent and critical as it is in the superintendency." 

Additional Findings 

Most of the respondents (6 of the 9) were middle aged. Some provided 

explanations for their delayed age of entry that were directly related to the research, such 

as the self-imposed barrier of child rearing (Faulconer, 2003), and gender-based 
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discriminatory practices such as the Glass Ceiling (Williams, 2005). According to 8 of 

the 9 participants, the position produces stress; yet all 9 participants would choose to 

pursue the position again due to the intrinsic rewards it provides. 

The two minority respondents also shared that they had experienced the 

ethnocentrism associated with Feminist Theory. Both respondents stated that the level of 

racial-based discrimination varied according to the regions of the nation. Both also felt 

that in the southern states, the majority of superintendents reflect the ethnicity of their 

boards and district populations. The responses of the two minority participants reflect the 

assertions in current literature that Black women are not promoted to superintendencies at 

the same rate as White women (Grogan & Brunner, 2005). However, these two 

respondents still acknowledged that gender played a bigger role than race in regards to 

the oppression of females in leadership, a view that was shared by minority participants 

in a 2008 study (Wrushen & Sherman) that their gender was more of a barrier to their 

advancement than their race. 

Barriers Affected Age of Entry 

Most respondents to this study were aged 55-60. The youngest respondent was 

between the ages of 45-49; the oldest two respondents were between the ages of 60-65. 

One respondent was 50-54 year of age. With only one respondent being under the age of 

fifty, eight of the nine participants in this study were over the age of fifty, with the 

majority of them (7 out of 9) being in their first superintendency appointment. The age of 

entry is a considerable factor, since it is often delayed due to self-imposed barriers or 

outside barriers. Supt. Alexander explains what she perceives gender discrimination to be 

a contributing outside barrier that is linked to the theories that are the basis of this study: 



It isn't unusual when a man teaches three years and even in the third year they've 
made him "quasi-administrator". .then he gets to be an assistant principal and 
before he's 30 he's a principal... that's par for the course. And that's usually a 
White male. 

Like Supt. Alexander, all nine of the respondents considered gender-based 

discriminatory practices to be the single most important outside barrier that prevented 

women from achieving the superintendency. The saliency of these responses provides 

strong support for previous studies regarding gender-based discriminatory practices that 

impeded the progress of females seeking leadership, such as the Glass Ceiling (Robinson 

& Blumen, 2003; Shakeshaft, 2000; Williams, 2005). In addition, these responses 

provided support that contradicts assertions that these practices do not exist. 

The results of this study also yielded salient responses in regards to self-imposed 

barriers that prevent women from achieving the level of superintendency. Eight of the 

nine respondents to this study considered the self-imposed barrier of parental roles as a 

significant barrier for women. Some respondents shared that they purposely delayed their 

entry into administration until their children had reached puberty. Supt. Coles explains 

her rationale for imposing this barrier: "I chose to stay home . . . it just seemed like the 

right thing to do. And so I did that for six years until one day, I said, "It's time for me to 

go back." 

Five of the nine respondents to this study considered family choices to be an 

additional self-imposed barrier that women faced in their quest for the superintendency. 

Supt. Fields explains how this issue can present a problem: ". . .do you pick up your 

whole family and just move to a different state? Or get rid of your house. . .1 think these 

are all things that now people, whether you're male or female, are starting to consider." 
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Position Considered Stressful 

The majority of respondents, 8 of the 9, felt that the position of superintendent 

was a stressful one. Supt. Evans explained why the stress level deterred some women 

from pursuing the position: ". . .you're on the firing line every day of the week, every day 

of the week you're on the firing line." Some discussed how the position affected their 

health, (".. . you know there is that mind body connection. . . So and all the stress you 

deal with as a superintendent I think it all kind of gets to you. "), while others discussed 

various hobbies and recreational activities they indulged in to relieve this level of stress 

("I'm a fisher person"). 

Position Considered Rewarding 

Although 8 of the 9 respondents felt that the position was stressful, 9 out of 9 

found the position to be rewarding and all nine stated they would choose to pursue the 

position again, if they had it to do all over. Supt. Hinton's response illustrated the 

majority of the participants' responses: "Let's see...how satisfying? It depends on what 

time of year it is.. . .when you can see the changes taking place." 

Conclusions 

The Theoretical Framework used for this study was Feminist Theory. Two 

complimenting theories were also used to interpret the findings, The Five-Factor Model 

of Personality and Servant-Leadership. This study presents the results of the data 

collected from the in-depth interviews of approximately 20% of the state's current female 

superintendents. 

Feminist Theory is based on two central beliefs: androcentrism, the preference for 

males as leaders, and ethnocentrism, the preference for White males as leaders (Wrushen 



& Sherman, 2008). Groenhout (2002) theorized that this theory places females at a 

disadvantage because the patriarchal belief system decreases the consideration of 

women's political, social, and job-related rights. As a result, females are discriminated 

against and subjected to unfair practices that result in social and political barriers 

(Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). Although this theory has been criticized for not including 

all types of prejudices faced by women, such as sexuality (Groenhout, 2002; Wrushen & 

Sherman, 2008), and the additional issues faced by women of color (Sanchez-Hucles & 

Davis, 2010), most feminists agree that the patriarchal system of male domination is the 

foundation upon which our society operates (Hyndman, 2009), and the main cause of 

female oppression (Coleman, 2005; Groenhout, 2002; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010; 

Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). This viewpoint of androcentrism is globally accepted across 

other ethnic groups (Coleman, 2003; Coleman, 2005; Celikten, 2005; Joo & Lee, 2009) 

and practiced, resulting in females being oppressed worldwide. 

The findings of this study support the two central beliefs of Feminist Theory. 

Every respondent personally experienced gender-based discrimination along their 

professional pathway and/or acknowledged its existence within the field of leadership. 

For some, this discrimination did not stop once they were appointed to the 

superintendency. In her interview, Supt. Davis shares a personal experience that is 

representative of the overall findings. The explanation she provides for the perpetuated 

attitudes and practices that she believes contributes to this behavior summarize the 

relevance of Feminist Theory to the findings of this study: 

There are some things to overcome. . . now this is going to sound really odd, but 
we're in the Bible Belt and I know like in my parent's church and several 
churches around us, women can't hold leadership positions and teach if there any 



guys in there over 12 years old. And that's in Baptist Churches. Well, if that is 
your viewpoint in your church then, and you're on the Board of Education you 
can see how that would transfer over. 

When the nine respondents were asked to state what barriers they believed 

prevented women from aspiring to the superintendency, the majority (8 out of 9) 

participants acknowledged at least one outside barrier that was prejudicial to women. 

Eight of the nine respondents felt that gender discrimination by school boards was a 

factor that contributed to the disparity regarding women superintendents, a process 

referred to as "homo-social reproduction (Hoyt, 2007). Other patriarchal-based outside 

barriers these superintendents felt contributed to this disparity were: recruitment methods 

(5 out of 9), and the Glass Ceiling (3 out of 9). 

The female superintendents who participated in this study also acknowledged the 

self-imposed barriers that existed for them, some which are a result of society's 

traditional beliefs regarding motherhood and the role of a wife within a family 

(Faulconer, 2003). However, this results in the age of entry for women being higher than 

it is for men. (Of the total respondents, 8 out of the 9 were age 50 or older. In addition, 8 

of the 9 were in their first appointment.) All nine participants were mothers, and all had 

raised their children to at least the age of 12 before they were appointed to the 

superintendency, a conscious choice of 8 out of the 9 respondents. Three of the nine 

respondents had children between the ages of 13-18 while they performed the role, while 

6 out of the 9 had children over the age of 18. One respondent shared that she put her 

career on hold due to "the guilt I would probably end up feeling" if she had to miss out 

on caring for her child. Another respondent, who had teenage children, only agreed to 

accept the position once she was assured her husband would be able to assist her. Supt. 



Evans explained that although qualified, she purposely delayed seeking leadership 

positions in order to care for her children and remarked that she "should have been about 

a third of the way into my career before I ever walked in the classroom." 

Another self-imposed barrier that 5 of the 9 participants acknowledged was 

related to the subordinated views of females within the family. Of the other four 

participants who did not consider this barrier as a part of their pathway, one 

acknowledged that they had observed others delaying appointments in order to appease 

spousal concerns, (". ..a female superintendent's still a wife, she's still as mother"). 

Another superintendent shared how she was discriminated against due to her 

superintendent's belief that she was "place bound" and would not be able to accept a 

position, when in fact, her husband later agreed to retire and relocate so that she could 

accept a superintendency. 

Another theory was used to interpret the results of this study, Adler's Five-Factor 

Model of Personality (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956), a theory regarding the specific 

traits that are related to personality development: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to 

Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness. Adler also theorized (1924) that 

firstborns—whether they are male or female—are usually chosen to lead. These 

individuals are often characterized as ambitious, intellectual, academically high 

achieving, organized, and responsible (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956). Early leadership, 

both inside and outside of the home, allows an individual to develop their skills regarding 

conflict resolution, decision-making, and facilitating (Andeweg & Van Den Berg, 2003). 

First-borns have the advantage of being extended these opportunities for early leadership 

within the home due to their ordinal birth status. Children that are not first-borns still 
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have opportunities for early leadership presented to them, especially in extracurricular 

school and social activities outside of the home. The developing of these skills during a 

child's formative years would also present any individual with an advantage later in life 

in regards to leadership, regardless of their ordinal birth position (Shulman & Mosak, 

1977). 

The findings in this study strongly support these previous studies (Adler, 1924; 

Andeweg, & Van Den Berg, 2003; Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956; Ashby & Kottman, 

2002; Ashby, LoCicero, & Kenny, 2003). Out of nine participants, 6 of the 9 were ordinal 

first-borns, and an additional participant was psychologically first-born (Shulman & 

Mosak, 1977), for a total of 7 of the 9 participants categorized as first-born female. This 

theme regarding personal pathways has possibly been identified due to a significantly 

larger representation of firstborn females in the superintendency that is a natural result of 

the development of specific personality traits that are usually exhibited by those in 

leadership. Seven of the nine respondents were either ordinally or psychologically first

borns. Of these seven first-borns, six have earned educational doctorates. The fact that 

such a large percentage of female superintendents in this study were also first-borns 

strongly supports previous findings that first-borns exhibit specific personality traits that 

are considered desirable in leadership (Ashby, LoCicero, & Kenny, 2003), that females in 

leadership are more likely to be first-borns (Andeweg & Van Den Berg, 2003; Ashby, 

LoCicero, & Kenny, 2003), first-born females are more likely to develop caring and 

empathy skills (Andeweg & Van Den Berg, 2003), that first-borns are more intellectually 

talented (Zajonc, 2001) that individuals choose to follow first-borns (Judge, Bono, Hies, 
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& Gerhardt, 2002), and that first-borns are more likely to be selected for leadership 

positions (Andeweg, & Van Den Berg, 2003). 

Another theme that has been identified was the presence of early leadership along 

the personal pathway. All nine participants experienced early leadership, while 8 out of 

the 9 experienced this leadership outside of the home, whether in school -related 

extracurricular activities such as student government and sports or within their church 

community. The one participant that did not experience early leadership outside of the 

home, expressed that she longed to be active at school, but was unable to due to the 

surrogate parenting duties she had to fulfill within the home. She explained that she was 

active in extracurricular activities, but unable to serve as a leader. As a result, she 

encouraged her younger sister to do so, while she cared for their youngest sibling. One of 

the Five-Factors, Extraversion, is related to the tendency to exhibit social skills, develop 

relationships, and be assertive. Extraversion has been positively related to leadership, 

since these individuals were not afraid to assume dominant or leadership roles within a 

group (Judge, Bono, Hies, & Gerhardt, 2002). Since 8 out of 9 participants assumed 

leadership roles outside of the home and among their groups of peers prior to the age of 

eighteen, there appears to be a possible relation between extraversion and leadership 

emergence, especially among females who achieve leadership positions that are male-

dominated, such as the superintendency. 

Another theory that was used to interpret the findings of this study was the theory 

of Servant-Leadership. Every participant in this study (9 out of 9) exhibited these traits in 

their current practices by mentoring others, and their desire to serve children. Current 

studies (Crippen, 2004; Rusch & Marshall, 2006) reflect that particular leadership models 



list characteristics that are closely aligned with the personality traits described in the 

Five-Factor Model. Servant-Leaders build relationships by being supportive and 

empathetic, while allowing for growth (Crippen, 2004). All respondents, (9 out of 9) 

exhibited these qualities by choosing to mentor others for the superintendency, both male 

and female, even though only 6 out of the 9 received mentoring prior to their 

appointment. 

In her 2000 study, Brunner noted that women were more likely to describe 

themselves as servant-leaders who focused on being team players rather than using the 

power of their position to get results. As a result, it is possible that women who have 

achieved the position of superintendency are also servant-leaders who have chosen to 

pursue the position out of their desire to impact the lives of children and their 

commitment to public education. Of the nine participants in this study, seven identified 

empathy for their stakeholders as a theme that influenced their professional pathways. 

When respondents were asked why they decided to pursue the superintendency, 7 out of 

the 9 stated that they made the choice due to their commitment to American public 

education, and 6 out of the 9 stated that they made the choice due to their desire to have a 

greater impact on student achievement, both reasons being qualities that have been 

identified with Servant-Leaders (Bruner, 2000; Crippen, 2004; Rusch & Marshall, 2006). 

Since 9 of the 9 female superintendents who participated in this study exhibit traits that 

have been identified with Servant-Leadership, it is possible that females are more likely 

to follow this model when leading others, a fact that was asserted by Brunner in her 2000 

study. 
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Implications 

The respondents to this study were demographically similar to the national 

population of female superintendents (Glass & Franceshini, 2006; Kowalski et al., 2010) 

and thus may provide a profile of the common female superintendent. Based on this 

study, the typical female superintendent is: White, over the age of 55, a first-born sibling, 

and one who has earned a doctorate degree approximately 80% of the time. The typical 

female superintendent is also a mentor, a mother, and one who had experienced some 

form of gender discrimination and early leadership 100% of the time. This typical female 

superintendent also perceives their position to be very satisfying, stressful, rewarding, 

and worth choosing if they had the opportunity to do it again. 

This study can also expand the current knowledge base on female educational 

leaders and benefit the increasing population of females aspiring to serve as educational 

administrators (Sharp et al., 2004). The respondents to this study advised aspiring 

females to seek varied non-traditional experiences, such as budgeting and operations, in 

order to make themselves more marketable while gaining experience that will assist them 

in effectively completing the duties related to the position. 

The data obtained from this study can impact exploration and discussion of the 

experiences of women who have achieved the superintendency, by documenting the life 

experiences along their personal and professional pathways that influenced their goal of 

attaining the superintendency. Respondents to this study supported the theory that early 

leadership was a related factor to adult leadership among females. 

The participants' responses also documented what outside and self-imposed 

barriers they believe yet exist for women who aspire to the superintendency, even though 
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there has been some recent growth (Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Kowalski et al., 2010) 

within the last five years; the current population of female superintendents in this country 

has increased from 18% (Grogan & Brunner) to 24% (Kowalski et al.). This percentage 

of growth has increased at a more rapid rate than women have experienced within the last 

fifty years (Sharp et al., 2004). However, participants in this study identified specific 

gender-based discriminatory barriers that they believe are still preventing women from 

aspiring to the superintendency and thus contributing to the gender disparity among 

public school superintendents: 8 out of the 9 attribute the disparity to gender 

discrimination by boards, 5 out of the 9 attribute the disparity to the recruitment methods 

used, and 3 out of the 9 attribute the disparity to the "Glass Ceiling." These barriers that 

have been identified by current superintendents contradict the belief that the marked 

national increase in superintendents could be a result of the discontinuation or a decrease 

in gender-based discriminatory practices regarding female superintendents. These 

identified barriers are also the result of female superintendents that serve in a southern 

state and possibly might not be identified by female superintendents in another region. 

The significance of this study is that the state explored is a southern state that 

historically has not promoted gender or racial equality in the public school setting 

(Harvey & Harvey, 2005; O'Brien, 1999) yet has approximately 30% female public 

school superintendents, with approximately 20% of these females being minority women 

( School Superintendents Association, 2009). Nationally, both minority males and 

females comprise 6% of public school superintendent positions (Glass & Franceshini, 

2006), and females of all races comprise 24% of superintendencies (Kowalski et al., 

2010). 
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The results of this study can be useful to districts in regards to hiring decisions. 

Current superintendents have identified specific outside barriers that have resulted in 

fewer female superintendents, such as the recruitment process and the lack of mentors. 

These issues could possibly be resolved with interventions, such as mentoring programs, 

to decrease the gender gap among superintendents. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

1. This study was based on perceptions provided through interviews of female 

superintendents in a Southern state. Future research could use the same instrument 

to explore the professional and personal pathways of female superintendents in 

one or more other states throughout the country. Ideally, this data could be 

collected in other regions of the continental United States, such as the North or 

Midwest in order to explore whether the attitudes towards women in leadership 

vary according to regional norms and/or values or state to state. Currently, the 

amount of information about the personal and professional pathways of current 

female superintendents is limited. By expanding this study to include other 

regions of the United States, the knowledge base regarding current female 

superintendents would increase. 

2. Finally, the gender disparity among educational leaders is not just a national issue. 

Globally, males outnumber females in leadership. Studies conducted in other 

countries have revealed similar data to that presented from U.S. studies and noted 

that a gender disparity exists among educational leaders (Celikten, 2005; 

Coleman, 2003; Inandi, 2009; Joo & Lee, 2009). In an examination of the data 

presented regarding Turkey, Israel, and Korea, males outnumbered females in all 
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principal and higher administration positions even though females outnumbered 

them in all teaching positions (Celikten). Future research could use the same 

instrument in different countries to explore the professional and personal 

pathways of female superintendents in these and other countries, in order to make 

comparisons and/or increase the sample size of subject studied. 

Summary 

This study used Feminist Theory, which is based on the belief that women are 

subordinate to men, and that leaders should be White American males (Wrushen & 

Sherman, 2008), as the primary lens through which data were gathered and analyzed, 

(Groenhout, 2002). The findings of this study were also analyzed using two 

complimenting theories, The Five-Factor Model of Personality (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 

1956) and Servant-Leadership (Spears, 1998). The participants' responses supported the 

continuing practice of the beliefs of Feminist Theory, since 9 of the 9 respondents had 

experienced some form of gender-based discrimination. The Five-Factor Model of 

Personality was used to interpret the findings that all of the respondents (9 out of 9) had 

experienced some form of early leadership, whether as a first-born sibling (7 of the 9) or 

in an extracurricular activity outside of the home (8 of the 9). 
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"VTERCER 
A „ • J L U N I V F . R S I T Y 

Institutional Review Board 
for Research Involving Human Subjects 

23-Mar-2010 
Ms. Adria Luster 
Mercer University 
School of Pharmacy 
3001 Mercer University Drive 
Atlanta, GA 30341 

RE: Narrative Experiences of Women in ( ) Who Have Achieved the Superintendency 
(H1003086) 

Dear Ms. Luster: 
Your application entitled: "Narrative Experiences of Women in ( ) Who Have Achieved the 
Superintendency" (H1003086 was reviewed by thislnstitutional Review Board for Human Subjects 
Research in accordance with Federal Regulations 21 CFR 56.110(b) and 45 CFR 46.110(b) (for 
expedited review) and was approved under Category 7 per 63 FR 60364. 

Your application was approved for one year of study on 23-Mar-2010. The protocol expires 23-
Mar-2011. If the study continues beyond one year, it must be re-evaluated by the IRB Committee. 

It has been a pleasure to work with you and much success with your project!! 
If you need any further assistance, please feel free to contact our office. 

Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance 
Phone (478) 301-4101 
Fax (478)301-2329 
ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu 

Respectfully, 

Ajuania G. White, MPH, CHES, CIM 
Member 
Instutional Review Board 
AGW/acr 

mailto:ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu
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MERCER 
X Y JLU NI V ERSITY 

INFORMED CONSENT AGREEMENT 

Informed Consent for the Study: Narrative Experiences of Women in 

( ) Who Have Achieved the Superintendency 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your 

consent to volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as 

many questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigators 

Adria E. Luster, Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership 

e-mail: @yahoo.com 

Dr. Sammy Felton, Doctoral Committee Chair 

e-mail:Felton_SL@Mercer.edu 

Purpose of the Research 

This research study is designed to document the experiences of ( )'s female 

superintendents. The data from this research will be used to explore the personal and 

professional pathways of females who have attained the level of school superintendency. 

These results will contribute to the completion of my requirements for the degree of 

doctor of philosophy in educational leadership. 

mailto:Felton_SL@Mercer.edu
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Procedures 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a 

personal interview to discuss your professional and personal pathways towards your 

attainment of the super intendency. 

If you agree to participate in the interview process, your participation will take 

approximately 90 minutes. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. 

Potential Benefits of the Research 

There are potential benefits to science and society associated with this study that 

can possibly result from this research. Participants in this study can provide a first-hand 

view that can include personal observations, sage advice for aspiring leaders, and in-

depth knowledge of possible discriminatory practices or barriers that exist in the arena of 

educational leadership. 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

Confidentiality of participants will be maintained through the use of self-selected 

or assigned pseudonyms, removal of identifying information in study-related 

documentation, and the use of stored data that will not be accessible to the public. Audio 

recordings of interviews will be stored by the researcher, and maintained in folders 

identifying the participants by pseudonyms. This data will be accessible only by the 

investigator and the advisor. Recordings will be used solely for the purpose of this study 

and will be stored for five years prior to being destroyed. 
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Participation and Withdrawal 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant you may 

refuse to participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study please contact Adria E. 

Luster at (—) to withdraw from the study. However, due to the nature of this study 

and the anonymity of participants, subjects cannot withdraw after data collection has 

taken place. 

Questions about the Research 

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Adria E. Luster at 

(—) or @yahoo.com. You may also contact the advisor for this study, Dr. 

Sammy Felton at (—) or Felton_SL@Mercer.edu. 

Audio or Video Taping 

Audio taping of personal interviews will be used for accuracy of data. The names 

of participants will not be used, and participants will be referred to using pseudonyms in 

the study. Only the researcher and advisor will have access to the audio recordings used 

for this study. 

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University's IRB. If you 

believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact 

the IRB Chair, at (478) 301-4101. 

mailto:Felton_SL@Mercer.edu
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You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been 

answered to your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary 

agreement to participate in this research study. 

Signature of Research Participant Date 

Participant Name (Please Print) Date 

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date 

Rev. 7/09 
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Dear Supt. , 

I am currently completing a qualitative study at Mercer University titled, Narrative 

Experiences of Women in [- -] Who Have Achieved the Superintendency. As a current 

female superintendent, your participation in this study would be extremely valued. This 

study is not political in nature; all participants and their responses will remain 

confidential. This study is simply designed to document the personal and professional 

pathway of Georgia's female superintendents. Nationally, females represent less than 

twenty-percent of all school superintendents. Individuals, such as yourself who have 

reached this level of educational leadership have achieved a considerable feat. 

I am requesting the opportunity to meet with you for a brief interview. I am aware of your 

active schedule and am only requesting approximately 45-60 minutes of your time. Your 

participation will be greatly appreciated, as it will contribute to the completion of my 

doctorate in educational leadership. 

Please be so kind as to respond so that I may contact your office to schedule an interview. 

Thanks in advance for your assistance. 

Sincerely, 

Adria E. Luster, EdS 

e-mail: @yahoo.com, (—) 
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Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research study. This study is designed to 

document the experiences of ( )'s female superintendents. The data from this research 

will be used to explore the personal and professional pathways of females who have 

attained the level of school superintendency. Please complete the attached questionnaire 

to compile demographic information regarding (—)'s female superintendents. In 

addition, please respond if you would like to participate in a personal interview to discuss 

your professional and personal pathways towards your attainment of the super intendency. 

You may contact me at (—) , or respond via email to: @yahoo.com 

This survey may also be completed online at: ( ) 

The following survey contains only 22 questions. The survey should take approximately 
five minutes to complete. 

1. What was your last job title before becoming superintendent? Choose one. 
Associate/Deputy Superintendent 
Assistant Superintendent 
Director 
Principal 
Other: (please specify) 

2. How many years have you been a superintendent? 
1 or less 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 



10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

3. How many years have you been in your CURRENT position? 
1 or less 
2-3 
4-5 
6-8 
9+ 

4. If this is not your first appointment, in how many districts have you been the 
superintendent? 

Not applicable 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5+ 

5. How many years were you in your last superintendent position? 
Not applicable 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5+ 

6. In which of the following jobs do you have more than one year experience? 
Associate/Deputy Superintendent 
Assistant Superintendent 
Director 
Principal 
Federal Program Director 
Another Position in Public Education 
None of the Above 
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7. If you did not follow a "traditional" path to the superintendency, in what field did you 
gain most of your experience? 

Not applicable 
Business 
Law 
Military 
Health 
Other: 

8. Did you have a mentor prior to becoming a superintendent? 
Yes, received mentoring from the superintendent in my district 
Yes, received mentoring from a superintendent in another district 
Yes, received mentoring from a retired superintendent 
Yes, received mentoring from someone who was not a superintendent 
No, I did not have a mentor 

9. What is your highest level of education completed? 
Non-Degree University-Based Training 
Bachelor's Degree 
Master's Degree 
Educational Doctorate 
PhD 
Other: 

10. In what area(s) have your degrees been completed? Check all that apply 
Education 
Education Administration/Educational Leadership 
Special Education 
Business Administration 
Curriculum and Instruction 
Finance 
Other: 

11. Which of the following factors most motivated you to become a superintendent? 
Commitment to American Public Education 
Desire for higher professional prestige 
Desire for higher salary 
Desire to be in leadership 
Desire to have greater impact on student achievement 
Desire to leave building-level administration 
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Desire to serve the community 
Interest in the work and tasks of the superintendent 
Other: 

12. Which best describes your level of satisfaction with your current superintendency? 
Very satisfied 
Satisfied 
Unsatisfied 
Very unsatisfied 

13. How much stress do you feel in your role as superintedent? 
No stress 
Little stress 
Moderate stress 
Considerable stress 
Very great stress 

14. How personally rewarding do you find the superintendency? 
Very rewarding 
Rewarding 
Somewhat rewarding 
Unrewarding 

15. If you were at the beginning of your career, would you choose to be a superintendent 
again? 

Yes 
No 

16. There are relatively few women in the superintendency. Which of the following 
factors do you believe is most responsible? 

Absence of mentors at district level 
Absence of mentors in higher education programs 
Family concerns 
Gender discrimination by boards 
Presence of a "Glass Ceiling" 
Working conditions of the superintendency are not appealing to women 
Desire of women to remain in closer contact with students 
Recruitment methods used 
Other factors not listed: 



117. What is your age? 
27-34 
35-39 
40-44 
45-49 
50-54 
55-60 
60-65 
65+ 
Other: 

18. What is your race/ethnicity? 
American Indian or Alaskan Native 
Asian 
Black or African-American 
Hispanic or Latino 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
White (not Hispanic or Latino) 
Other: 

19. What is your marital status? 
Married 
Single (never married) 
Divorced/Separated 
Widowed 
Other: 

20. What is your district type? 
Urban 
Suburban 
Rural 
Small Town 

21. How many students were enrolled in your district as of January 2010? 
1-999 
1,000-2,999 
3,000-4,999 
5,000-9,999 
10,000-24,999 
25,000-49,999 
50,000-99,999 



169 

100,000+ 

22. Within your family of siblings, what is your birth order? 
Oldest 
Second to oldest 
Middle child 
Next to youngest 
Youngest 
Other: 
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