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ABSTRACT

NIKKI GOLAR MOUTON
ANALYSIS OF SUPERINTENDENT LONGEVITY IN LARGE SCHOOL
DISTRICTS: A QUALITATIVE STUDY
Under the direction of EDWARD L. BOUIE, JR., Ed.D.

School district leadership matters, as evidenced by a meta-analysis of 27 reports 

and 1,210 districts conducted by Waters and Marzano (2006) which highlights a 

statistically significant correlation between district leadership and student achievement. 

Because this relationship is significant, it is important for school districts to have 

effective leaders who have the necessary knowledge, skills, and behaviors to serve their 

students and communities for a consistent period. Although consistent leadership at the 

apex of a school district is critical to its overall success (Ray & Marshall, 2005), 

additional studies (Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2000; Council o f Great City Schools, 2010; 

National School Boards Association, 2001) indicate that the average tenure of school 

superintendents is less than six years.

This qualitative study utilized semi-structured interviews o f seven long-standing 

large district superintendents in an effort to determine the perceived factors associated 

with their longevity. Three theoretical frameworks, Callahan’s vulnerability theory 

(1962), Eaton’s cumulative theory (1994), and Lutz and Iannaccone’s dissatisfaction 

theory (1986); served as the lens for the study. The findings from the five research 

questions resulted in multiple categories reflecting the following themes: (1) emphasis on



instruction and needs of teachers, (2) ability to develop and maintain relationships with 

internal and external public, (3) clear governance and communication structures with 

board members, (4) political connections, and (5) organizational management structures.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Over time, the role of school superintendent has changed from that of a teacher- 

scholar with limited political involvement to that o f chief executive officer charged with 

balancing the instructional, operational, and public relations of the district (Houston,

2006; Kowalski & Bjork, 2005). The advent of the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) 

placed higher accountability measures and stronger scrutiny on local school districts and 

educational leaders, thereby leading to changes o f the duties, responsibilities and 

expectations of school superintendents that have been described as impossible (Andero, 

2000; Archer, 2003).

The challenges associated with the role of the superintendency are vast; however 

several studies (Brower & Balch, 2006; Glass, Bjork, Brunner, 2000; Yee & Cuban,

1996) have found the relationship with board members to be the most prevalent. In a 

2003 study of 70 large-city school superintendents, Fuller and colleagues (Fuller, 

Campbell, Celio, Harvey, Immerwahr, & Winger, 2003) noted that approximately 55% of 

the subjects indicated board relations as their largest hurdle. Further underscoring the 

severity of this issue, one former superintendent remarked about the challenges involved 

with serving multiple bosses (board members) who have limited knowledge of the 

complexities of running a school district.

Because many school board members are elected officials, their understanding of 

school district business may be extremely limited (Fuller et al., 2003). Additionally,

1
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superintendents have noted the political agendas and unrealistic expectations of 

individual school board members can interfere with the essential needs of the school 

district (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Tagami, 2012). Having to manage the school 

district and all o f its complexities in addition to the school board members can be a 

daunting task that many superintendents are unable or unwilling to do, especially for long 

periods of time (Byrd, Drews, & Johnson, 2006; Grogan, 2008; Harris, Lowery, Hopson, 

& Marshall, 2004; Samuels, 2011).

Living in an age in which transparency within and among the stakeholders of an 

organization is more than a luxury but an expectation, school superintendents are faced 

with the pressures of developing and maintaining internal and external relationships that 

address the needs of all constituents. The strict accountability expectations coupled with 

the involvement of special interest groups, the business community, parents, politicians, 

and community members have forced school superintendents to serve in a role of chief 

communicator as well as chief academic officer, unlike the original role of the position as 

a teacher-scholar only (Kowalski & Brunner, 2005).

Although the work of school superintendents has presented challenges in the 

past, present-day, post-NCLB superintendents are not only faced with challenges 

associated with finances, operations, personnel and organizational structure; but also 

challenges related to governance and student accountability measures (Plecki, McCleery 

& Knapp, 2006; Trevino, Graley, Brown, & Slate, 2008). These challenges have 

negatively influenced the average tenure of persons serving in this capacity (Metcalfe, 

2007) and have created a need to understand how long-standing superintendents of school 

districts have sustained over time.
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Statement of the Problem 

Recent data provided in a report released by the Council o f Great City Schools 

(Council of Great City Schools, 2010) indicate that the average tenure of urban 

superintendents as 3.64 years. While the typical superintendent tenure is short, it is 

shorter (approximately four years) in large school districts (Cooper, Fusarelli, & Carella,

2000). This premise is underscored by the work o f Whittle (2005) which compared the 

stability of large corporation CEOs with that of large school district superintendents in 

Kansas City Public Schools district, the District o f Columbia Public Schools, and New 

York City Schools. The findings for the tenure of corporate CEOs ranged from 11 years 

(General Electric) to 35 years (Federal Express) as compared to the superintendent 

tenures of 1.4 years, 2.2 years, and 2.5 years respectively.

According to Hoyle (2007), the frequent turnover or revolving door effect of 

school superintendents may negatively influence student achievement, staff morale, 

and/or stakeholder confidence. Organizational changes and improvement efforts require a 

minimum of five years before their influence can produce lasting change (Fullan, 1992, 

Rooney & McKenna, 2007). Given that many school superintendents remain in their 

positions for time periods less than that (Byrd et al., 2006; Cooper et al., 2000; NSBA,

2001), it is often difficult for districts to complete one initiative before embarking on

another under the direction of a new leader. Yee and Cuban (1996) assert that

Short tenures create a public perception of increased instability, lowered morale, a 
loss of organizational direction and vision, and a general sense by the staff of 
‘here we go again’ that the district will undergo another round of short-lived 
programs and policies, (p. 616)



Leadership turnover can also lead to financial implications for school districts including, 

but not limited to, costs associated with loss of productivity, opportunity, recruitment and 

training (Hipp, 2002; Hoyle, 2007; Johnson et al., 2011).

Purpose of the Study

School district leadership matters, as evidenced by a meta-analysis of 27 reports 

and 1,210 districts conducted by Waters and Marzano (2006) which highlights a 

statistically significant correlation between district leadership and student achievement. 

Because this relationship is significant, it is important for school districts to have 

effective leaders who have the necessary knowledge, skills, and behaviors to serve their 

students and communities for a consistent period. Although consistent leadership at the 

apex of a school district is critical to its overall success (Ray & Marshall, 2005), 

additional studies (Glass et al., 2000; Council of Great City Schools, 2003; Council of 

Great City Schools, 2008; Council of Great City Schools, 2010; National School Boards 

Association, 2001) indicate that the average tenure of school superintendents is less than 

six years.

Despite the negative impact superintendent turnover has on school districts; 

changes in staff morale, student achievement, and stakeholder confidence; (Ray & 

Marshall, 2005) and the small number o f years most individuals remain in the position, 

there is limited research on the factors that enable long-standing superintendents to 

remain in their positions in spite of its challenges. This study is designed to determine the 

factors long-standing school superintendents perceive have contributed to their career 

longevity through the evolution of the position as it relates to educational, political, and 

managerial duties and responsibilities (Johnson, 1998).



Research Questions 

The following questions will guide the study:

1. How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

manage the complexities of their position as they relate to educational 

(instructional accountability) duties and responsibilities?

2. How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

manage the complexities of their position as they relate to political (governance 

and public relations), and managerial (organizational management) duties and 

responsibilities?

3. How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

manage the complexities of their position as they relate to managerial 

(organizational management) duties and responsibilities?

4. What do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

perceive as the contributing factors to the longevity o f their position?

5. How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

perceive their working relationship with the school board?

Theoretical Framework 

Although many researchers (Byrd, Drews, & Johnson, 2006; Glass et al., 2000; 

Kowalski, McCord, Petersen, Young, & Ellerson, 2011; Natkin et al., 2002) disagree 

about the average tenure for school superintendents, the relationship between school 

superintendents and their governance structure tends to be a recurring factor in the 

research on superintendent challenges and longevity (Byrd et al., 2006; Fuller et al., 

2003; Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Ray & Marshall, 2005; Taylor, 2008). This



relationship serves as the basis of selecting three closely aligned theories for the 

framework of this study: Callahan’s vulnerability theory (1962), Eaton’s cumulative 

theory (1990), and Lutz and Iannaccone’s dissatisfaction theory (1986).

Callahan’s vulnerability theory (1962) purports the longevity of a school 

superintendent is directly related to his/her ability to remain aligned with the decisions 

and actions of the school board members. A school superintendent who is unable to do so 

will subsequently be placed in a vulnerable position that may result in job loss. Eaton’s 

cumulative theory (1990) underscores Callahan’s theory and extends it by purporting that 

the vulnerability of the superintendency comes not only from board member relationships 

but also from relationships with special interest groups, teacher organizations, parents 

and/or community members. According to the cumulative theory (Eaton, 1990), a 

superintendent’s vulnerability increases between years four and six in the role.

Dissatisfaction theory was developed in the 1950s in the area of political science 

(Lutz, 1996; Weninger& Stout, 1989). In the 1970s Lutz and Iannaccone (1978) applied 

this theory to the education sector by asserting that changes in the demographic makeup 

of a district can result in board member turnover and subsequently superintendent 

turnover. Adler (2010) echoed this sentiment in her analysis of the political events 

surrounding the retirement of a controversial superintendent and his incumbent school 

board members in a southern California school district. She reported the “dissatisfaction 

theory holds that long periods of political tranquility will be followed by board member 

and superintendent turnover when the community undergoes significant demographic 

changes” (Adler, 2010, p. 29).
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The dissatisfaction theory applies to a series of events that begin with community 

changes (values, demographics, etc.) which lead to dissatisfaction with the school board 

(Adler, 2010). Typically, board members respond by developing a consensus with one 

another as opposed to seeking the input of the dissatisfied constituents; thereby resulting 

in board turnover either voluntarily or involuntarily. The shift in the school board 

translates into superintendent turnover (Adler, 2010; Alsbury, 2003; Lutz & Iannaccone, 

1986).

Dissonance amongst school board members can also negatively impact a 

superintendent’s career within a district (Alsbury, 2008; Grissom, 2010). Clayton County 

Public Schools, Georgia experienced the fall-out that can result due to constant 

disagreements and dysfunction amongst and within the school board (Joyner, 2012a). As 

a result of their inability to work together within the realm of the board’s assigned role, 

the school district lost their accreditation (issued by the Southern Association of Colleges 

and Schools) in 2008 (Joyner, 2012b). This loss, representing the first of its kind in nearly 

40 years, led to a decline in the county’s population (approximately 20,000 people) and 

subsequently the district’s as well (approximately 3,200 students) thereby creating an 

economic and funding challenge for the area. The impact on the superintendent’s position 

is evidenced by the fact that the district has had two superintendents and three interim 

superintendents between 2008 and 2012 (Joyner, 2012a; Joyner, 2012b).

According to the three aforementioned theories, superintendent longevity is 

directly related to board and/or stakeholder alignment on issues as well as the extent to 

which the district undergoes demographic changes. One could conjecture that school
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board turnover and demographic changes serve as predictors of superintendent longevity 

(Alsbury, 2008; Lashway, 2002).

Significance of the Study 

Given the rate of change of school superintendents (approximately every four to 

six years in many instances) in light o f the evolution of the duties associated with the 

position and the impact of turnover (Glass et al., 2000; Kowalski et al., 201 la), there is a 

need to understand the factors that have contributed to superintendent longevity. This 

study will also add to a limited body of research focused on district level leadership and 

will provide a context for school boards to consider when searching for a new 

superintendent. Determining how long-standing superintendents have survived the 

challenges of their role may provide insight into strategies and/or behaviors that may 

influence the work of individuals interested in pursuing the superintendency. The 

findings may also highlight implications for leadership preparation programs in the 

selection and design of curriculum, program requirements, and desired outcomes 

(Kowalski et al., 201 la).

Procedures

Qualitative research seeks to identify the meanings o f phenomena within a 

natural setting through an interpretative process consisting o f interviews, document 

analyses, and/or direct observations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Lincoln, 1995; Merriam, 

2009). Creswell (2007) espouses that there are several common characteristics of 

qualitative research: occurs in a natural setting, researcher serves as the instrument, 

inclusion of multiple sources of data, based on the use of inductive data analysis, focused 

on the participants’ meanings, relies on a theoretical lens, includes interpretive inquiry,
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and is driven by an emphasis on holistic meanings. The researcher will conduct a 

qualitative interpretative study of large district superintendents, as defined by the 

National Center of Educational Statistics’ publication of the Characteristics of 100 

Largest School Districts (NCES, 2010), who have remained in their position for greater 

than average tenures (six years). The determination of this criterion is dependent upon the 

most current reference regarding average superintendent tenure in large school districts 

(Kowalski et al., 2011). The experiences of the large district superintendents will be 

examined through the use o f subject interviews. Upon the collection of the data, a 

structured approach will be used for transcription, coding, and analysis in an effort to 

determine the common threads that exist amongst the experiences of the participants and 

the meaning of the experiences.

Delimitations and Limitations 

Inherent in the qualitative nature of this study is the use of participant interviews 

for data attainment that relies heavily on the candor, honesty and accuracy of their 

remarks and the ability of the researcher to control for personal bias. To minimize 

inaccuracies, the researcher provided the transcribed interview information to the 

participants for review prior to and immediately after coding. This afforded the 

participants an opportunity to ensure the accuracy of their interview accounts and 

encouraged them to clarify any topics or issues that may have been vaguely captured. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) have described this method of member checking in a qualitative 

study as the “most critical technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314).

This study is delimited to public school superintendents with six or more years 

experience within the same large school district. The six year criterion is based on the
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literature (Glass et al., 2000; Council of Great City Schools, 2003; Council of Great City 

Schools, 2008; Council of Great City Schools, 2010; National School Boards 

Association, 2001) surrounding superintendent tenure which reports five years or less as 

the average tenure for school superintendents. Additionally, the study is delimited to 

long-standing superintendents from the 100 large school districts in the United States as 

defined by the National Center for Education Statistics (2010).

Definition of Terms

A large school district refers to a public school district listed as one of the 100 largest in 

the United States, based on student population, according to the National Center for 

Educational Statistics (NCES, 2010).

Long-Standing refers to tenure greater than six years in the role o f  superintendency 

within one public school district (Kowalski et al., 2011).

Governance refers to role of the school board in the development o f policies and resource 

allocations as well as oversight of policy implementation and management systems. It 

also includes the superintendent’s ability to manage the constructs defined by the school 

board (McAdams, 2006).

Summary

The role of the school superintendent has changed considerably since its inception 

in the early 1800s (Kowalski, 1999). In the current context o f the role, school 

superintendents are expected to perform the original duties o f the position (instructional 

leadership) in addition to the duties that have evolved over time (management, social 

science strategies, political involvement, and communication with internal and external
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publics). Despite the change in expectations, one constant remains — school leadership 

matters (Waters & Marzano, 2007; Waters & Marzano, 2006).

The average tenure for school superintendents is less than 6 years (AASA, 2008; 

Council of Great City Schools, 2010; Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2000; Natkin et al., 2002; 

National School Boards Association, 2002), which is generally less in large school 

districts. This rapid turnover at the apex of a school district can negatively influence the 

organization’s productivity and morale. Many researchers (Archer, 2003; Eaton & Sharp, 

1996; Harris et al., 2004; Metcalf, 2007; Mountford, 2008; Natkin et al., 2002) assert that 

superintendent turnover is directly related to their relationship with the members of the 

district’s school board. The board-superintendent relationship serves as the basis of the 

theoretical frameworks; Callahan’s vulnerability theory (1962), Eaton’s cumulative 

theory (1990), and Lutz and Iannaccone’s dissatisfaction theory (Lutz, 1996; Lutz & 

Iannaccone, 1986), selected as the lens o f this study.

The purpose of this research is to examine the factors long-standing 

superintendents of large school districts perceive have contributed to their greater than 

average tenures. Due to the qualitative nature of the study, semi-structured interviews 

with the participants were utilized as the primary source of data collection. Several 

methodological strategies; member checks, peer review, and researcher subjectivity, were 

used to mitigate issues with validity and reliability.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

According to Marzano and Waters (2009), district leadership has a direct 

connection to the success of the school district. Their examination o f 27 studies involved 

2,817 school districts and 3.4 million students and resulted in four major findings: district 

level leadership matters, effective superintendents focus on creating goal-oriented 

environments, superintendent leadership has a positive correlation with student 

achievement, and defined autonomy for school level leaders is critical to their success. 

Although researchers (AASA, 2008; Council of Great City Schools, 2003; Council of 

Great City Schools, 2008; Council of Great City Schools, 2010; Cooper et al., 2000; 

Glass et al., 2000; Natkin et al., 2002; NSBA, 2002) may not agree on the specific 

average tenure of school superintendents, several studies on this topic indicate the typical 

tenure as being less than six years in duration.

Many superintendents of large school districts have served tenures that are much 

less than average, as evidenced by the seventeen-month tenure of the nation’s third 

largest district superintendent, Chicago Public Schools. In a similar fashion, the 

Chancellor of Washington, DC Public Schools remained in her role for three years and 

left amidst a cloud of public distrust (Aarons, 2010). Large school districts in San 

Francisco, Pittsburgh, Miami, Tucson, and El Paso represent additional examples of 

situations in which the superintendent’s tenure was negatively impacted by public 

pressures and /or negative relations with the school board (Cave & Almanzar, 2008).

12



13

The review of literature focuses on the ways in which the superintendency has 

changed since inception, the typical tenure o f individuals in this role, and the challenges 

faced by school district superintendents. The challenges of superintendents, board- 

superintendent relationships, financial responsibilities, demographic changes, high stakes 

accountability, and stakeholder influences; are addressed individually although many are 

difficult to separate. Additionally, information will be provided about the qualities and 

characteristics of individuals who have served in this capacity for longer than average 

tenures.

Evolution of the Superintendency 

From schoolmaster to chief executive officer, lead teacher to the leader of 

leaders, and an apolitical position to a political one, the role, responsibilities, and 

expectations of school superintendents have continually evolved since the inception of 

the position in the early 1800s (Brunner, Grogan, & Bjork, 2002; Kowalski, 1999). 

Originally designed during the common school movement, in which all children were 

granted an opportunity to attend free schooling despite their socioeconomic status, 

gender, religion, race or country of origin, the first documented position of this type was 

established in Buffalo, New York in 1837 (Grieder, Pierce, & Jordan, 1969). Twenty- 

three years later in 1870 there were approximately 30 large cities with school 

superintendents, a group that increased its membership significantly with over 35,000 by 

the mid-1900s (Kowalski, 1999) and 14,000 currently within the United States of 

America (NCES, 2010).
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The need for an individual to hold the position o f school superintendent was a

direct result of several historical conditions including, but not limited to the following:

“the development of large city school districts, the consolidation o f rural school districts,

expanded curriculum, the passing of compulsory attendance laws, demands for increased

accountability, and efficiency expectations” (Kowalski, 2003, p. 3). At the onset of the

position, the primary role of the district superintendent was to oversee the

implementation of the curriculum and to serve in a supervisory capacity over classroom

teachers. These individuals were viewed as pedagogical, curricular and philosophical

experts in the field of education and have been referred to as master teachers by

historians (Callahan, 1962; Callahan, 1966; Kowalski, 2003).

During this time in American history, there was a large influx of British

immigrants into the country and a formalized schooling program was designed to help the

children assimilate into the doctrines and culture o f America (Kowalski, 1999). The

standardization of the schooling efforts, from an instructional perspective only, was the

responsibility of the school superintendent. In an 1890 report on the urban

superintendency, the role of the superintendent was described in the following manner:

It must be made his recognized duty to train teachers and inspire them with high 
ideals; to revise the course of study when new light shows that improvement is 
possible; to see that pupils and teachers are supplied with needed appliances for 
the best possible work; to devise rational methods of promoting pupils. (Cuban, 
1976, p. 16)

In accordance with the urban report, superintendents viewed their work as being 

directly connected with teaching and learning, with little to no alignment with 

management or political duties. These individuals refrained from taking part in those 

arenas and focused their efforts on teacher and student development. Their commitment
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to the teaching and learning process was evidenced by their connection to the National 

Education Association, in which they were considered the most influential members of 

the organization, and their adamant nature against management functions. During the late 

1800s to early 1900s, members of the school board and/or other administrative workers 

addressed school management functions in an effort to maintain the instructional and 

professional duties of the school superintendent (Iannaccone, 1996).

As America began to move from an agrarian society into an industrialized one, 

communities became more urbanized which in turn changed the nature of public schools. 

School districts grew from single, one-room schoolhouses to multiple schools with 

multiple classrooms within a city and the need for superintendents with managerial 

qualities became more apparent. This need served as the impetus for the transition of the 

superintendent’s role from that of an instructional leader to that o f a scientific manager, 

with an emphasis on budget development, personnel management, operations, and 

facilities management. This philosophical change was not widely accepted by all, and 

according to Cuban (1976) numerous debates ensued in an effort to determine if the role 

of city school superintendent should be divided. Instead of having one individual to serve 

the schools’ instructional and managerial needs, which were becoming more pronounced, 

it was proposed that there be a business manager and a superintendent of instruction. The 

impetus for the division, from the perspective o f political elites, was based on the fear 

that school superintendents would become politically influential and powerful if they 

held a singular position with educational and managerial control. The division was 

challenged also by scholars who were reticent because of the potential of having the 

educational sector heavily influenced by politicians. While this proposal was defeated
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since the urbanization of the community took precedence and the need for a manager 

became more critical, this organizational structure is present in many school districts 

today. Despite the differences in opinions, the role of the school superintendent was 

redesigned by 1920 to be one that focused on the management and efficiency of the 

organization as a whole, qualities considered the drivers of the Industrial Revolution, 

with minimal interaction with the teaching and learning process (Kowalski, 1999).

As the state of the country changed, so did the state o f public schools and 

subsequently the role of the district leader during the 1930s. This period in American 

history was laced with economic woes (stock market crash and economic depression) that 

were also prevalent in the public school arena. Public schools found themselves 

competing with other governmental agencies for adequate funding (Kowalski, 1999), a 

critical situation that challenged the managerial duties o f school superintendents. To 

ensure that public schools would not be excluded from funding opportunities, the role of 

the superintendent morphed from the role of manager to the role o f democratic leader or 

astute political strategist (Bjork & Gurley, 2003a; Bjork & Gurley, 2003a). The 

positional change was critical, for superintendents needed the knowledge, skills, and 

expertise to cultivate support from all internal and external stakeholders, including 

employees, political leaders and other taxpayers.

As indicated by the movement of the superintendent from teacher-scholar to 

manager to democratic leader, the evolving nature of the role of the superintendent is a 

direct result of societal, political, and professional influences. This pattern remained 

consistent as the role of school superintendent ventured into the realm of applied social 

scientist (Kowalski, 1999). This movement was influenced by the growing distaste for
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democratic leadership at the conclusion of World War II in 1945, the attention on the 

social sciences brought about by a seminal book, Toward a Theory o f  Action, written by 

Parsons and Shils in 1951, extensive funding provided by the Kellog foundation in this 

area, and the dissatisfaction of the community with public education (Kowalski, 2003). 

According to Cooper and Boyd (1987), having superintendents in the role of social 

scientist would encourage “professors and practitioners to emphasize empiricism, 

predictability, and scientific certainty in their research and practice” (Cooper & Byrd, 

1987, p. 12).

Similar to the movement to the management role, the social scientist role brought 

about extreme scrutiny and questions regarding the extent to which superintendents 

should possess power. This conflict underscores an issue with public administration that 

remains an issue today (Watson & Hassett, 2003; Watson & Hassett, 2004). Wirt and 

Kirst (2001) assert that public administration is unlike other forms of administration in 

that political scrutiny of one’s knowledge and skills is pervasive.

As social scientists, superintendents were expected to utilize research 

methodologies as the basis for policy development and plans for improving the state of 

the public education system (Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2005; Fusarelli, Cooper, & Carella, 

2003). During the 1970s, superintendents moved beyond the role o f political leader into 

one of an applied social scientist, one who used scientific inquiry methodologies to 

identify and address the problems faced by the school district.

As America shifted from being a manufacturing society, the superintendent’s role 

morphed into one that has been coined -  “superintendent as communicator” (Bjork & 

Kowalski, 2005, p. 11). The need for superintendents to work collaboratively with
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internal (principals, teachers, and district staff members) and external (parents, special 

interest groups, politicians, and other taxpayers) publics became more critical since 

America had transitioned into the Information Age during the early 1980s (Bjork & 

Kowalski, 2005). The additional role of the superintendency, communicator, indicated 

that leaders at this level in an organization should be able to work collaboratively with all 

stakeholders, thereby requiring effective communication skills. The communicative 

behavior is shaped by two realities -  the need for superintendents to assume leadership 

roles in the process of school restructuring and the need for them to change school culture 

as a part of the restructuring process (Kowalski & Brunner, 2005).

Superintendent Tenure 

Superintendent tenure is a topic that has been met with dissenting views within 

educational leadership literature. The amount of time served in this capacity has been 

captured by some researchers (CGCS, 2010) as a duration as small as three years with 

other researchers indicating that the average superintendent tenure can reach six to seven 

years (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Natkin et al., 2002). The tenure differences can be 

explained by analyzing the context and framework of the studies. The research of Natkin 

et al. (2002) focused on the longevity of 292 superintendents from North Carolina in 

which most remained for six to seven years. Perhaps the delimitation to one specific state 

accounts for the distinction between these results and those of a study conducted by the 

CGCS (2010) which indicated an average tenure that was approximately half in duration. 

In contrast to the North Carolina study, this organization conducted a survey of all of its 

65 member districts, representing 6.8 million students and spanning the urban areas of the 

United States such as Atlanta, Georgia; New York, New York; Seattle, Washington; and
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other cities with populations over 250,000 or student enrollment over 35,000. Their 

findings showed that the average tenure for urban superintendents was 2.75 years, a 

statistic that improved from the 2.5 year term documented by them two years earlier 

(CGCS, 2010). Despite having a similar population and the belief that urban 

superintendents have shorter tenures than that of their suburban and rural district 

counterparts, the National School Boards Association study (2002) reported that urban 

superintendents have a typical tenure o f four to five years.

Challenges of the Superintendency 

Despite the differences amongst the findings of superintendent tenure studies, 

positional longevity can be understood through a comprehensive review of the 

expectations and challenges associated with the superintendency. The role of school 

superintendent began with an emphasis on teaching and instructional practices (Bjork & 

Kowalski, 2005) which remains an expectation currently. Despite this core duty, school 

district superintendents are being held accountable for all of the positional expectations 

from the past (i.e. management skills, political leadership skills, social science skills, and 

communication skills) as well as those of the present (Bredeson & Kose, 2007). Today’s 

superintendents face challenges with board relationships, financial responsibilities, 

demographic changes, high stakes accountability, and stakeholder influences.

Board-Superintendent Relationships

In the 1920s, centralized school boards encountered a paradigm shift which 

resulted in the elimination of daily managerial tasks and a laser focus on the development 

of policies. This shift was intentionally designed to mimic the duties and responsibilities 

of executive boards within corporations (Watson & Hassett, 2003). Simultaneously, the
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school superintendent’s role became less of a professional manager and more of a chief 

executive officer (Brunner et al., 2002; Kowalski, 2003; Sell, 2006). In this new role, 

school boards were responsible for selecting, hiring, and evaluating the superintendent; 

developing the district budget according to local, state, and federal guidelines; and 

creating policies which guided the work of the district as a whole (Petersen & Williams,

2005). Additionally, they were and continue to be responsible for other tasks including 

teacher contracts, staff employment decisions, communication with the media and their 

constituents, and the management of the facilities and transportation operations 

(Kowalski, 2003; Sell, 2006).

According to the National School Boards Association’s 2006 data, the 14,890 

school districts in the United States employed approximately 100,000 school board 

members. Sell (2006) suggests that districts examine the extent to which school boards 

have outlived their shelf-life and consider how they can be replaced with strategies that 

more closely align with the current needs o f schools, districts, and communities. The 

criticism often begins with an indictment of the types of individuals who typically serve 

on school boards. In a study conducted by Sell (2006), the subjects referred to school 

board members as “lay people meddling in a complex profession” (p. 74). The notion that 

community members can run for school board seats without experience in the educational 

arena becomes a fact that is difficult for many to understand (Farkas et al., 2001; Farkas 

et al., 2003; Glass & Franceschini, 2007). The limited experience requirement for school 

board members coupled with the typical low voter turnout rate for school board members 

have led some researchers (Mountford, 2008; Sell, 2006) to the belief that the political
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nature and the partisan demands overshadow the critical work of school districts -  to 

provide a quality education to all students (Hess, 2002; Mountford, 2008; Sell, 2006).

Proponents of school boards (Colgan, 2004; Tyack, 2003) counter the 

aforementioned arguments in their belief that public education, which is funded with tax 

dollars, should have the voice of the community, parents, and other external stakeholders 

involved with the decision-making process. This is based on the premise that educating 

children is too important to leave to the sole discretion of school administrators and 

educators. Having laypeople involved aids in the school-community connection and 

ensures a balance between the needs o f educators and the needs o f families (Sell, 2006; 

Tyack, 2003).

In spite of the paradigm shift in the roles/responsibilities o f school boards and 

superintendents, the age-old question still remains: Who is responsible for running local 

schools -  the superintendent or the school board? The blurred lines that exist between 

the roles of the two entities in terms of policy-making, personnel evaluation, and budget 

management are oftentimes the culprit for the tension between the two (Kirst, 2004). 

Three large school districts in the metropolitan Atlanta either lost full or partial 

accreditation from the Southern Accreditation of Colleges and Schools (SACS) for 

reasons associated with the board’s actions as they related to policies and/or budget. The 

result of accreditation loss is detrimental to the students (negative impact on college 

scholarships and grants) and faculty (loss of work experience calculation) of the school 

districts (Joyner, 2012a; Joyner, 2012b).
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Sell (2006) purports that if school boards have selected an effective superintendent, 

then their role will be one of the following:

1. To intentionally relinquish their power and serve mainly as evaluators of 
the superintendent’s progress,

2. To unintentionally lose their power and become rubber stamps or ideally,
3. Carefully share their power and vision with the superintendent and work as 

a team to form and implement policies. (Sell, 2006, p. 79)

Despite the controversy that exists between those who support the presence of school

boards and those who have contrary beliefs, research (Bjork & Keedy, 2001; Petersen &

Fusarelli, 2001; Grissom, 2010) indicates that the relationship between superintendents

and board members is critical to the success of the district as well as the longevity of the

superintendent. According to Thomas (2001), superintendents express concern that their

employment can be terminated at any time as a result o f their relationship with the board.

Yee and Cuban (1996) assert that harmonious relationships with members o f the board

lead to longer tenures, a concept that directly aligns with Lutz and Iannaccone’s

dissatisfaction theory (1986) as well as Callahan’s vulnerability theory (1962).

Fuller et al. (2003) conducted a study of superintendents from 100 of the nation’s 

largest urban school districts in which 61% of the survey respondents reported that school 

board micromanagement and/or mismanagement was a hindrance to the effectiveness of 

their work. Additionally, 41% of the respondents described the board’s lack of focus as 

an impediment (Fuller et al., 2003). The work of Jones and Howley (2009) underscore 

the assertion that the struggle between school boards and school superintendents is a 

critical challenge for many superintendents that oftentimes negatively affects their overall 

performance. The single most important factor for superintendent success is the
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interaction between the board and the superintendent (Copeland & Chance, 1996; 

Mountford, 2008).

Fiscal Challenges

Local school districts receive funding from local, state, and federal sources. 

According to the United States Census (2010), district revenue totals consisted of 

approximately 43.8%, 46.7%, and 9.5% of government funds from local, state, and 

federal sources respectively. These data are averages based on total revenues and refer to 

all funding received by a school district within a school year. The specific amounts that 

local school districts receive vary from state to state and may even vary between districts 

within a particular state. Local funds are typically provided from property tax sources, 

school fees, and sales tax options but can range from 5% in Vermont to 58% in Dlinois 

(NCES, 2010). Local funds are then provided to districts on a per pupil basis which 

explains the anxiety that districts incur during times of decreasing enrollment. Enrollment 

has a direct impact on the amount o f funds received within a particular school year.

The amount of state funding (approximately 48% of annual district revenue) 

provided to school districts is determined by specific complex funding formulas (criteria 

may include pupil enrollment, number o f students with disabilities, number of students 

living in poverty, or the number of students for whom English is a second language) 

which differ from state to state. Approximately 10% of local education dollars are 

provided by the federal government funding (NCES, 2010) with $14.5 billion in 2011 

from Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) and $11.5 billion in 2011 from the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004).
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Public school funding fluctuates based on the political infrastructure and the 

nation’s economy during a specific time period. The changes in funding can prove to be 

extremely challenging for the nation’s superintendents and school boards for collectively 

they are responsible for allocating resources to support the instructional needs of their 

students and community at large (Ellerson, 2010). With approximately 80% of a local 

school district’s budget allocated to employee salaries and benefits, decreases in funding 

streams have direct implications for district staffing plans and the types of instructional 

services to be provided.

In a study conducted by McCord and Ellerson (2009), 75% of the superintendent 

respondents indicated that decreasing financial resources caused them to make essential 

cuts which resulted in the elimination of essential programs and services. Disaggregated 

responses by school district type (rural, suburban, or urban), indicated that 67.2% of 

suburban district superintendents and 87.7% of urban district superintendents described 

their district’s economic situation as inadequately funded (McCord & Ellerson, 2009). 

These statistics represent an increase from the 2008 responses of 59.9% and 74.4% 

respectively. The collective responses from the study highlight the elimination of 

approximately 17,500 positions during the 2008-09 school year.

Demographic Challenges

The face of America’s public schools has changed over the past 10 years; thereby 

creating a need for school and district leaders to ascertain strategies for providing a 

quality education to all students within a new context. The National Center for 

Educational Statistics (2010) reported that the percentage of white public school students 

decreased from 68% to 55% between the 20 year time span from 1989 to 2009. During
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this same time period, the percentage of Hispanic students increased from 11 to 22 

percent. It was also noted that in 2009, approximately 21 percent (11.2 million) of public 

school students in the United States had a primary home language other than English.

An additional change in America’s public schools is the increase in students 

qualifying for free or reduced lunch services. Public schools having 75% or more of their 

students qualifying for free or reduced lunch are considered to be high-poverty schools, 

as defined by the National Center for Educational Statistics (2010). In the 2008-09 school 

year, approximately 22% of elementary students and 8% of high school students attended 

public schools categorized as high poverty. These statistics represent a two percentage 

point increase for both levels from the previous year.

Accountability Demands

Accountability systems are not new requirements in the public sector, for districts 

have traditionally documented the extent to which their resources (human, fiscal, and 

material) adequately support the number and needs of students (Kirst, 2004). While the 

notion of accountability measures is familiar territory for educators, the focus on 

outcomes related to student achievement measures is not (Bredeson & Kose, 2007). The 

onset of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002) brought about a new slate of 

accountability measures for schools, school districts and states. The Act requires states to 

administer standardized assessments to all students in grades 3-8 and high school as a 

condition for receipt of federal funds. As a result, schools, districts, and states must 

demonstrate student achievement growth for all subgroups of students (i.e. economically 

disadvantaged students, limited English proficiency students, students with disabilities,
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racial groups, etc.) as defined by Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) measures in 

reading/language arts, mathematics, graduation rate and/or attendance rate.

This increase in instmctional accountability brought about a new layer of 

responsibility for district superintendents (Farkas, Johnson, & Duffett, 2003; Feurstein & 

Dietrich, 2003; Jones & Howley, 2009; Petersen & Young, 2004). As states began to 

identify schools based on their academic performance levels, the pressure mounted and 

changed for individuals serving in this capacity. The accountability provisions in the 

NCLB Act indicate that if a school, district or state receiving Title I federal funds fails to 

meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for two consecutive years, corrective actions 

ensue (NCLB, 2002). Examples include, but are not limited to, requirements for offering 

supplemental education services to students and school choice options for families. 

Schools, districts or states who fail to meet the minimum requirements for greater than 

two years may be subjected to more stringent corrective action such as reconstitution 

(NCLB, 2002).

This change in accountability efforts highlights the evolution of the duties, 

responsibilities, and expectations o f school district superintendents (Orr, 2006; Rueter, 

2009). Thomas (2001) asserts that superintendent turnover has become a major concern 

due to the increased accountability demand coupled with the political nature o f the role.

In a survey conducted by Fuller et al. (2003) o f 853 randomly selected school 

superintendents, 71-81% indicated that mandates from above and accountability 

pressures as either moderate or major problems with their position.
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Internal/External Stakeholders

Although the primary business for school superintendents is teaching and 

learning, individuals in this role must be able to “read and navigate increasingly complex 

political landscapes at the local, state and federal levels” (Sergiovanni et al., 2009, p.

221). Houston (2006) echoed this sentiment by stating that “superintendents have become 

a pinata for the community. People stand around beating them with sticks, hoping a few 

goodies will fall out” (p. 6). Local stakeholders consist of special interest groups, faith- 

based organizations, unions, parents and other community members, board members, and 

employees who may have differing and/or conflicting views about the needs and 

direction of the school district (Decman, 2005; Fuller et al., 2003). In a 2001 study 

conducted by Farkas et al. (2001) 81% of superintendents surveyed indicated that 

managing public criticism from stakeholders is a routine part of their job. Cooper, 

Fusarelli and Carella (2000) purported that a superintendent’s ability to respond and 

adjust to the competing demands o f stakeholders is critical and directly related to their 

success in the role.

In a case study of four successful superintendents, Copeland and Chance (1996) 

found these individuals possessed a comprehensive knowledge of the needs and culture 

o f their communities and valued quality interactions with their stakeholders. The 

superintendents’ immersion into the community helped them to be viewed as active 

advocates and pillars for their stakeholders (Mountford & Ylimaki, 2005). Hersey and 

Blanchard (1982) further underscored the importance of political acumen and postulated 

that the behavior of leaders influence district outputs.
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Leadership Qualities 

As the chief executive officer o f a school district, the superintendent is expected to 

possess leadership skills and utilize leadership behaviors that galvanize employees in an 

effort to meet the district’s goals and overcome its challenges (Bredeson, Klar, & 

Johansson, 2011; Farkas et al., 2001; Ginsberg, 2008; Rammer, 2007). The leadership 

behaviors of school superintendents influence the behaviors of all employees and set the 

tone for the expectations, culture and climate of the organization as a whole (Oylinlade,

2006). Waters and Marzano (2006) conducted a meta-analysis of 27 studies (2,817 school 

districts and 3.4 million students represented as subjects) that used quantitative measures 

to determine the influence of district leaders on student achievement. The researchers 

sought to address five research questions in which one specifically addressed the need to 

determine the district leadership responsibilities related to student achievement. From 

that work, five responsibilities were identified - “processes for collaborative goal setting, 

non-negotiable goals for teaching and learning, board alignment with district goals, 

processes for monitoring the instructional goals, and the use o f resources to support the 

goals” (Waters & Marzano, 2006 p. 11).

While the work of Waters and Marzano (2006) relies heavily on the findings of 

doctoral dissertations (22 of the 27 studies are dissertations), portions of their assertions 

are supported by the work of other researchers. The works o f Brunner et al. (2002) and 

McFarlane (2010) underscore the expectation that effective superintendents work 

collaboratively with stakeholders to execute district plans for growth, development and 

improvement. In working collaboratively, they highlight the need for superintendents to 

not only be comfortable with contradiction but to also appreciate dissent.
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The Council of Great City Schools, a consortium of 67 large city school districts 

located in urban areas, and the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, a research advocacy group 

for educational excellence, list seven characteristics that effective superintendents possess 

(McFarlane, 2010):

(a) have a clear vision of how an effective school should function, (b) have a clear 
sense of how to achieve the vision, (c) have the ability to gain support to proceed, (d) 
have the ability to sustain reform efforts over time by keeping focused, (e) have a 
reform plan that includes accountability and assessed outcomes, (f) have an effective 
manager’s political acuity, and (g) the fortitude to move forward when faced with 
difficult challenges. ( p. 63)

Summary

The current role of school district superintendents includes many duties and 

responsibilities, many of which were not included in the original design of the position 

(lead teacher). The change in the expectations associated with the superintendency has 

contributed to the complexity of the role and led to shorter tenures. Current school 

superintendents typically have tenures that are less than six years in duration which may 

be influenced by their ability or inability to overcome the challenges o f the position. One 

major challenge of the position, a direct result of its evolution, is the compounding effect 

of the duties and responsibilities. Superintendents are expected to serve multiple roles; 

teacher-scholar, manager, political strategist, social scientist, and communicator, 

simultaneously.

In addition to the multiple roles o f the superintendency, other challenges plague 

individuals who serve in this capacity. The challenges may involve board-superintendent 

relationships as both parties strive to determine strategies for handling the blurred lines 

between the roles. Additionally, superintendents may face fiscal challenges as a result of 

decreasing student enrollment figures and/or changes in funds received from local, state,
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and national streams. Demographic challenges, increasing diversity -  racially, 

intellectually, and financially; have also presented increasingly difficult situations for the 

top leaders of school districts. Increasing demands regarding student achievement and 

increasing expectations for all stakeholders, internal and external, are also contributors to 

the stressors of the superintendency.

The complexity and challenges of the superintendency, including but not limited 

to board-superintendent relationships, fiscal challenges, demographic challenges, 

accountability demands, and relationships with internal/external stakeholders; provide 

clear explanations for the turnover associated with the role. Frequent turnover in this role 

can negatively influence the district’s culture, climate, and confidence o f the community. 

This negative influence serves as the basis for learning how to mitigate superintendent 

turnover and district demise.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

Over time, the role of school superintendent has moved from that o f a teacher- 

scholar with limited political involvement to that o f chief executive officer charged with 

balancing the instructional, operational, and public relations o f the district (Kowalski & 

Bjork, 2005; Johnson, 1998). The advent of the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) placed 

higher accountability measures and stronger scrutiny on local school districts and 

educational leaders, thereby leading to extensive challenges for superintendents that have 

been deemed impossible (Andero, 2000).

Given the change in expectations of the public, as they relate to accountability 

measures, governance and the subsequent challenges associated with the position (Plecki, 

McCleery, & Knapp, 2006), the average tenure of school superintendents has decreased 

over time (Yee & Cuban, 1996). As reported by Yee and Cuban (1996) in their study of 

the nation’s 25 largest school districts, the average tenure of school superintendents 

ranged from 15 years in 1937 to 5.8 years in 1990. This sentiment was echoed by the 

National School Boards Association (2001) in their study of 77 urban school district 

superintendents which reported the average tenure for urban superintendents to be within 

four to five years.

According to Ray and Marshall (2005), superintendent turnover may lead to 

challenges within all aspects of the district including fiscal, personnel, public relations,

31
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and student achievement. Because of the impact o f superintendent turnover on the school 

district in its entirety, there is a need for examining the factors that influence 

superintendent retention as a means of deterring the negative fallout. Determining how 

long-standing superintendents have survived the challenges o f their role may provide 

insight into strategies and/or behaviors that may influence the work of individuals 

interested in pursuing the superintendency.

Research Questions 

The following questions were used to guide this study:

RQ1: How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

manage the complexities o f their position as they relate to educational (instructional 

accountability) duties and responsibilities?

RQ2: How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

manage the complexities of their position as they relate to political (governance and 

public relations) duties and responsibilities?

RQ3: How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

manage the complexities of their position as they relate to managerial (organizational 

management) duties and responsibilities?

RQ4: What do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

perceive as the contributing factors to the longevity o f their position?

RQ5: How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

perceive their working relationship with the school board?
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Research Design

The nature of this study calls for an in-depth analysis of the factors that large 

school district superintendents perceive as attributes to their greater than average tenure, 

a phenomenon that is contrary to the norm. The researcher used an interpretive qualitative 

approach as a means of addressing the overarching research problem. Denzin and Lincoln 

(2000) provide a definition for qualitative research, despite the difficulty in doing so, 

which suggests that it is research that occurs in a natural setting and requires the 

researcher to interpret phenomena based on their meaning. In alignment with Creswell’s 

framework for qualitative research (2007), this study will involve the use of interviews in 

an effort to determine the contributing factors related to positional tenure.

Population

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2010), there 

were 17,953 public school districts with 49.9 million students in attendance during the 

2008-09 school year. The target population for this study included all superintendents o f 

the 100 largest school districts in the United States (NCES, 2010) who have tenures 

which exceed the national average (six years). Of the target population of the 100 largest 

school districts, 22 had superintendents with tenures greater than or equal to six years, 

above the national average for superintendent tenure. The identification of the 22 school 

district superintendents and their tenure resulted after a comprehensive review of their 

district websites and local newspapers.

Sample

The pool of superintendents of large districts who have been able to remain in 

their positions for six or more years (more than the average tenure) is limited (n=22); a
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fact that influences the need to understand the factors that may have influenced their 

tenure. This study examined the perception of large district superintendents regarding the 

factors that have led to their positional longevity. The 22 identified superintendents 

selected to participate in the study represent large school districts in the United States that 

serve approximately 60,000 students to 200,000 students.

Participants

All 22 long-standing superintendents from the population were solicited to 

participate in the study. The superintendents’ contact information was obtained from the 

school district websites and each was contacted through the use of electronic mail. The 

solicitation was designed in a manner that explained the rationale and purpose of the 

study, the expectations for interviewees, and the researcher’s plan to address subject 

confidentiality.

Data Collection

Central to this study was the use of confidential interviews o f the subjects. The 

researcher sent letters to the 22 superintendents, with long-term tenures within large 

school districts, via electronic mail requesting their participation in the study. The letter 

explained the purpose of the study, their role in the study, and procedures for data 

analysis and confirmation. Additionally, the superintendents received a letter of consent 

in which they were instructed to sign and return prior to their inclusion in the study.

Seven superintendents responded affirmatively and subsequently took part in the study.

Due to the qualitative nature of this study, the researcher relied on the use of 

semi-structured interviews with the superintendent participants. The interviews consisted 

of standardized questions for each participant followed by open-ended questions designed
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to gather additional insight. Each interview included demographic questions at the onset 

which were used to frame the context of the interviewee responses. Following the 

background and demographic inquiry, the researcher used a set of questions designed to 

elicit responses that aligned with the research questions. Table 1 shows the alignment 

between the interview questions and the research questions.

Table 1

Alignment between Research Questions and Interview Questions

Research Questions Related Interview Questions

RQ1: How do large district school 
superintendents, with greater than average 
tenure, manage the complexities of their 
position as they relate to educational 
(instructional accountability) duties and 
responsibilities?

6, 11-12, 12a- 12c, 17

RQ2: How do large district school 
superintendents, with greater than average 
tenure, manage the complexities of their 
position as they relate to political 
(governance and public relations) duties and 
responsibilities?

6, 8 -  10, 16-17

RQ3: How do large district school 
superintendents, with greater than average 
tenure, manage the complexities of their 
position as they relate to managerial 
(organizational management) duties and 
responsibilities?

12-14, 16-17

RQ4: How do large district school 
superintendents, with greater than average 
tenure, perceive as the contributing factors 
to the longevity of their position?

8-10, 13-15, 17-18

RQ5: How do large district school 
superintendents, with greater than average 
tenure, perceive their working relationship 
with the school board?

6, 8-10, 12, 16-18
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The preferred method for conducting the interviews was in-person; however 

telephone interviews were utilized as needed. Six of the seven interviews were conducted 

via telephone and one was conducted in person. All of the participating superintendents 

consented to the use of digital recordings of the interview. Throughout the course of the 

interviews, the researcher recorded notes identifying the tone, expressions, and key ideas 

in an effort to support the recorded responses. Upon conclusion o f the interview, the 

researcher transcribed the interviews in a verbatim manner. All subjects were de

identified within the context of the study.

All audiotapes are confidential and accessible to the researcher only. The tapes 

are stored in a secure location and will be maintained for three years after the completion 

of the study. The results of the study were shared with the participants at two points 

throughout the research process. The verbatim written transcripts were provided to the 

subjects following the interviews for their review and validation. Additionally, the 

themes and the conclusions related to them were shared with the participants in an effort 

to ensure accuracy of the data analysis.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using a two-tier process o f vertical analysis and 

comparative horizontal analysis (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000; Miles & Huberman, 

1994). The first tier, vertical analysis, is the process in which the participants’ 

perspectives are analyzed individually using analytic induction. The researcher coded the 

verbatim interview transcripts of each participant in a line-by-line manner. The codes 

were sorted using the process of categorical aggregation (Stake, 1995) to determine the 

common themes relevant to the subjects and their extended tenure. Throughout the
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coding process, the researcher used an organizational chart, based on the work of Constas 

(1992) to accurately capture the source of the themes (determined by the researcher or the 

subjects) and the point in which they were determined (before, during, or after the data 

collection). Secondly, a comparative horizontal analysis was conducted in an effort to 

develop naturalistic generalizations that can be applied to the specified population 

(Creswell, 2007).

Copies of the interview transcripts, audio-tapes of the interviews, and other 

identifying documentation are housed in a locked cabinet within the residence of the 

researcher. Upon conclusion of the study, this information will be destroyed and 

discarded according to the guidelines set forth by the University’s Institutional Review 

Board.

Validation

Qualitative research is based on the researcher’s ability to accurately capture the 

occurrence of events and/or a situation and to interpret them in a manner that is consistent 

with the findings and free of bias (Creswell, 2007). To that end, it is imperative for the 

qualitative researcher to strengthen the internal validity of a study through the use 

strategies such as member checks, peer examination, and the exposure of researcher 

subjectivities (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

The researcher employed the use o f member checking by having all interviewees 

review written, verbatim transcripts of their interviews to ensure the essence of their 

responses and the nature of their intentions were accurately depicted. The transcribed 

interviews were sent via electronic mail to each participant prior to and immediately 

following the coding process. The researcher received confirmation emails from each
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participant indicating their acknowledgement of their transcript’s accuracy. One 

participant provided affirmative comments regarding the code identification. The 

remaining six participants expressed no desire to review the codes, despite the offer.

According to Merriam (2009), peer examination is a process that utilizes third- 

party persons to examine the collected data and to provide feedback on the plausibility of 

the findings. This strategy helps to confirm the alignment between the researcher’s 

interpretation of the findings and the actual data; thereby strengthening the validity of the 

study and minimizing researcher bias. The researcher included two persons, 

representatives from recent educational leadership doctoral programs who conducted 

qualitative research, as peer examiners of the transcriptions and findings. The peer 

examiners provided confirmation of the code interpretation.

Reporting Results

Throughout the study, participants were referenced anonymously through the use 

of generic district titles such as District A, B, C, D, etc. All potential identifiers of the 

districts, participants, and related individuals or situations were excluded from the study. 

The participants were all referenced as male as an additional effort to retain their 

anonymity.

Researcher Subjectivity

Merriam (2009) suggests that qualitative researchers make public their 

subjectivities, experiences and biases at the outset o f the study. This strategy clarifies the 

researcher’s position to aid in the reader’s understanding of the study. I have had the 

opportunity to work within the realm of public education for 16 years in various roles: 

classroom teacher, school consultant, and district level administrator. Though these
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positions may differ in rank and position, my personal motivator has been and continues 

to be deeply rooted in the premise that not only can all students learn; but more 

importantly, all students deserve to learn.

This commitment to learning reminds me of my overall purpose as an educator 

when working with students, veteran teachers, pre-service teachers, and/or school 

administrators. Despite the audience, our responsibility is the same: a quality education 

for all students. It is this belief that grounds me as an administrator and drives me to 

develop processes and initiatives that promote the growth and development of our 

students.

As a district-level administrator, I have worked in two large school districts under 

the tutelage of two long-standing superintendents. Knowing the average tenure for school 

superintendents is less than six years, I feel privileged to have had the opportunity to 

serve, and continue to serve, communities with consistent school leadership that extends 

beyond the typical time period. My connection to and familiarity with the challenges of 

large school districts provide a level of knowledge and expertise that will be beneficial as 

I design the structure of this study, collect important data sets, and analyze the findings of 

this study.

As a researcher who is currently employed by one of the participating school 

superintendents, I will make specific efforts to minimize my bias through the use of 

triangulation strategies, audit review processes, and third party reviews. These processes, 

coupled with my intentional attention to my biases, will allow me to conduct this study 

using an objective lens.
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Summary

This study utilized an interpretive qualitative approach designed to gamer 

information relative to the longevity of large school district superintendents. Five 

research questions served as the basis of the study: RQ1: How do large district school 

superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage the complexities of their 

position as they relate to educational (instmctional accountability) duties and 

responsibilities? RQ2: How do large district school superintendents, with greater than 

average tenure, manage the complexities of their position as they relate to political 

(governance and public relations) duties and responsibilities? RQ3: How do large district 

school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage the complexities of 

their position as they relate to managerial (organizational management) duties and 

responsibilities? RQ4: What do large district school superintendents, with greater than 

average tenure, perceive as the contributing factors to the longevity o f their position? 

RQ5: How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, 

perceive their working relationship with the school board? An analysis of the data 

relative to the aforementioned research questions provided the categorical information for 

each of the participants. These data were further combined in an effort to discern the 

major categories relevant to all seven of the participating superintendents.

Given the qualitative nature of the study, the researcher used semi-structured 

interviews as the primary means o f data collection. The seven superintendent participants 

were provided the verbatim interview transcripts immediately following their interview 

and after the determination of codes in an effort to check the accuracy of the information. 

This type of validation process, member checking, was one of three used throughout the
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study. Additionally, peer reviewers (educational leadership doctoral students) were 

charged with analyzing the data codes and providing information regarding their 

feasibility. The final type of validation mechanism, researcher subjectivity, provided 

insight into the researcher’s background and potential biases.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

The limited tenure of school superintendents has prompted researchers to 

investigate the reasons why individuals tend to leave the role between years three and 

five (Council of Great City Schools, 2003, Council of Great City Schools, 2008; Council 

of Great City Schools, 2010; Cooper, Fusarelli, & Carella, 2000; Glass, Bjork, & 

Brunner, 2000; Natkin et al., 2002). On the contrary, limited research has addressed the 

reasons why superintendents with extensive tenures remain in the position. This 

qualitative study was designed to analyze the perceived factors contributing to the 

longevity of large district superintendents as they relate to instructional accountability, 

governance and public relations, and organizational management. Longevity was defined 

as the number of years a superintendent has served in one large school district for a 

period of time greater than or equal to the average tenure for the individuals in the 

position (6 years or greater). The determination of this criterion is dependent upon the 

most current reference regarding average superintendent tenure in large school districts 

(Kowalski et al., 2011).

An interpretive qualitative approach was used to ascertain the major themes 

related to superintendent longevity from the superintendent’s perspective. A structured 

coding process at the individual and group levels was used to gather meaning from the 

data. The interview responses were aligned with the five research questions: How do 

large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage the 

complexities of their position as they relate to educational duties and responsibilities

42
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(instructional accountability)? How do large district school superintendents, with greater 

than average tenure, manage the complexities of their position as they relate to political 

duties and responsibilities (governance and public relations)? How do large district 

school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage the complexities of 

their position as they relate to managerial duties and responsibilities (organizational 

management)? What do large district school superintendents, with greater than average 

tenure, perceive as the contributing factors to the longevity of their position? How do 

large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage their 

working relationship with the school board?

Demographics of Participants 

Participation in this study required six or more years in the superintendency of a 

school district belonging to the 100 largest districts in the United States (NCES, 2010). 

Twenty two large district superintendents were contacted via electronic mail in an effort 

to determine their interest in participating in the study. Seven superintendents replied 

affirmatively and participated in one-on-one phone interviews. The semi-structured 

interviews included questions designed to elicit responses aligned to the research 

questions. Upon consent, the interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed and coded. 

Using analytic induction strategies, the codes were assigned to the corresponding 

research questions. The emergence of patterns was documented and the working 

hypotheses were updated accordingly.

The seven participating large district superintendents, referred to as 

Superintendent A through G and the masculine gender (for anonymity), have an average 

tenure of 10 years in their current school district. They reside in various regions of the
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United States -  four from eastern states, two from western states and one from the 

Midwest. Their school districts are a part of the 100 largest school districts in the United 

States (NCES, 2010) and range in size from approximately 81,000 students to 200,000 

students.

Two of the seven superintendents have experience in the superintendency that 

precedes their current role. The majority of the participants (n=5) hold terminal degrees 

in education while the other two have educational specialist degrees. All participants 

have experience with school level (assistant principal and principal) and district level (ex. 

curriculum director, deputy superintendent, community superintendent, facilities director, 

etc) leadership positions. Two superintendents have leadership experience at the post

secondary level as well.

A brief overview of each superintendent and their school district is provided in 

the following paragraphs.

Superintendent A- This interview participant has over thirty years experience in his 

school district with ten of those years in the superintendency. His school district serves 

approximately 85,000 students.

Superintendent B -  This interview participant has more than thirty five years experience 

in education with all of them occurring in the same school district. The school district in 

which he works includes seven cities with a student population o f 68% Caucasian 

students, 32% minority students, and 33% students participating in the subsidized lunch 

program.

Superintendent C -  This interview participant served as a superintendent in a neighboring 

school district for three years prior to joining his current district. He has seven years in
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the seat of superintendent in his 62,000 student district consisting o f 55% Caucasian and 

45% minority students.

Superintendent D: This interview participant has served a total of 25 years in the 

superintendency with eleven in his current school district. His total experience in 

education exceeds forty years and includes leadership positions at the post secondary 

level. His district serves approximately 100,000 students from over 300 square miles of 

urban, suburban, and rural communities. The student population is made up of 

approximately 18% Caucasian, 82% minority students, and 50% receiving subsidized 

meals. He was selected as a state superintendent o f the year during his tenure. 

Superintendent E  -  This interview participant has thirty five years experience in the 

educational sector with seven years experience in the superintendency. His school district 

consists of approximately 80,000 students (62% Caucasian and 38% minority) from eight 

cities.

Superintendent F -  This interview participant has sixteen years experience as 

superintendent of a 155,000+ student school district. His educational experience includes 

leadership positions at the post-secondary level in addition to the K-12 arena. He was 

recognized as state superintendent of the year during his tenure.

Superintendent G -  This interview participant has eight years experience as 

superintendent of a 190,000+ student school district. The student population is made up 

of approximately 38% Caucasian and 62% minority students. He has served in multiple 

district leadership positions within his current district including curriculum director, 

compliance director and chief facilities officer.
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Findings

The interview transcripts were analyzed and 43 codes were extracted from the 

information using a line-by-line coding process. These 43 codes, which represented the 

superintendents’ perceptions o f their ability to manage the complexities of the role as it 

relates to instructional accountability, governance and public relations, organizational 

management, and tenure; were further reduced to fourteen overarching categories 

amongst the five research questions. The fourteen categories and their relationship with 

the research questions are shown in Table 2: Summary Profile o f Research Questions and 

Related Categories.
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Table 2

Summary Profile o f  Research Questions and Related Categories

Research Questions

Research Question 1: How do large district 
school superintendents, with greater than 
average tenure, manage the complexities of 
their position as they relate to educational 
duties and responsibilities (instructional 
accountability)?

Research Question 2: How do large district 
school superintendents, with greater than 
average tenure, manage the complexities of 
their position as they relate to political 
duties and responsibilities (governance and 
public relations)?

Research Question 3: How do large district 
school superintendents, with greater than 
average tenure, manage the complexities of 
their position as they relate to managerial 
duties and responsibilities (organizational 
management)?

Research Question 4: What do large 
district school superintendents, with 
greater than average tenure, perceive as the 
contributing factors to the longevity of 
their position?

Categories

Focus on results and use data to guide 
decisions
Support needs of teachers

Relationships with internal and external 
stakeholders
Specific board/superintendent governance 
structures

Encourages collaboration 
Organizational structure designed to 
support priorities

Political connections 
Managerial efforts 
Instructional focus 
Interpersonal relationships

Research Question 5: How do large district 
school superintendents, with greater than 
average tenure, manage their working 
relationship with the school board?

Regular communication with the board 
Clearly defined governance structures 
Understanding of the political nature of the 
work
Commitment to the needs of the
organization
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Research Question 1

How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage 

the complexities o f their position as they relate to educational duties and responsibilities 

(instructional accountability)?

Research question one resulted in two major categories: focus on results and use 

data to guide decisions and support the needs of teachers. The first category was 

determined as a result of the literature (Fusarelli & Fisarelli, 2005) prior to the interviews. 

Category two, focus on the needs of teachers, originated from the participants after 

careful review of the transcripts. Table 3 highlights the origin of the categories 

(participants, programs, investigation or literature), the source of the category names, and 

the point at which they were derived (before or after the study). Constas (1992) suggests 

that qualitative researchers make their work more public by providing information on the 

origin of the codes.

Table 3

Category Origin for Research Question 1

Origination_________________________________________ A priori A posteriori
Where does the authority for creating the categories reside?
Participants 2
Programs
Investigative
Literature 1
What is the source of the name used to describe the 
category?
Participants
Programs
Investigative 1,2
Literature

" 1 ■        ■ — — -  i .  " ■ -  ■■■ 11 —

Focus on results and use data to guide decisions 
‘Support needs o f  teachers
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Focus on results and use data to guide decisions. Focus on the data to determine

student needs and progress, utilize the data to determine the district’s course of action,

and rely on the results to create course corrective actions were the three codes which led

to this particular category (focus on results and use data to guide decisions).

Superintendent F discussed the various technological tools and resources his district

provides to all teachers and leaders in an effort to assist them with data collection efforts.

Our teachers have a tool that serves as a classroom dashboard. It provides data for 
all students in their care ranging from standardized test results (current and 
historical), benchmark test results, attendance records, and updates regarding 
educational services (i.e. gifted, special education, ESOL, etc). Although they 
have these data readily available, they continue to ask for more. While we want to 
provide more, I am adamant about not having resources for the sake of having 
resources. I expect them to use these tools to determine the needs of their students 
and subsequently prescribe appropriate instruction to them. I am committed to 
providing them the data tools and if they are committed to turning that data into 
information to guide instruction. If this does not occur, we wasted our resources 
and failed to provide the level o f instruction our students deserve.

Superintendent D stated that prior to the addition of any new program or resource; his

team must provide documented evidence supporting the need. He stated:

We do not have the resources, fiscal or human, to support efforts that are not 
driven by a documented need. Our district’s goals are developed based on student 
need and guide all of our work. Anything more than what we have previously 
identified will take substantial data before it is considered.

Supports needs of teachers. All seven superintendents referenced the importance

of supporting the work of teachers and leaders. Superintendent G indicated:

Many individuals are not in support o f the work of public educators or public 
education and work hard to diminish the efforts o f public school districts. Our 
educators are working harder than ever before to meet the needs of every child 
despite their circumstances, and yet they are expected to do more and more. For 
this reason, I have worked diligently to protect teacher salaries. I am not reluctant 
to do things that people do not like. And so, we did some things just as the 
recession was coming that changed the schedules in high school and recouped $38 
million annually. And then I changed the middle school schedule and that 
recouped another $12 million. So, about $50 million just before the recession hit
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was going to be our annual increase in our budget. I have made a lot of changes 
including reorganizing the central office. I made these changes in an effort to 
protect our instructional staff -  our teachers. For these reasons, I have not used 
furloughs. Last year I gave a 3% increase and this year I plan to give another 
increase. I don’t do furloughs. I have not taken any money from anyone.

Superintendent F referenced his commitment to teachers in a somewhat different

manner than that of Superintendent G. He mentioned the need to use furloughs for the

past four years to balance the decreasing budget; however he maintained the commitment

to professional learning opportunities for teachers.

Our state has relaxed professional learning requirements in an effort to help 
districts with decreasing budgets. My board and I are committed to the growth 
and development o f our teachers and refuse to take these opportunities from our 
most important employees. Each teacher in my district is required to earn 20 
contact hours of professional learning annually and we work hard to provide the 
best opportunities to them. With the onset of the Common Core National 
Standards and a new teacher evaluation system, I could not fathom the thought of 
changing our commitment to our teachers’ growth and development.

When considering the needs of teachers and the importance of supporting them,

Superintendent B reflected on his district’s state o f affairs ten years ago. His comments

highlight the consideration he gives to the current needs o f his teaching staff.

It’s hard to believe those were the good old days. We certainly had our share of 
challenges then, but none to compare to today’s challenges. Our state will 
undergo another change next year in terms of reform legislation and unfortunately 
it all comes back to the teacher and his/her effectiveness. Things have certainly 
changed. For example, had I visited a classroom on the day before Thanksgiving 
break ten years ago, I would have seen students coloring turkeys or stringing 
macaroni necklaces (not that those were good ideas then). There would be little 
pilgrim hats everywhere and student plays going on throughout the district. Now, 
if you go into a classroom before a major holiday, it will not look any differently 
than any other day. There is no time to waste. Please don’t misinterpret my 
comments - 1 do not believe we need to waste our students’ time. I do believe; 
however that we have missed some opportunities for enrichment due to our time 
constraints. I sometimes wonder if conversations between our students and their 
teachers go something like this: ‘Oh I am so sorry your parents are getting a 
divorce,’ says the teacher to the student. ‘Wipe your eyes and get your math book, 
we have work to do.’
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Research Question 2

How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage 

the complexities o f their position as they relate to political duties and responsibilities 

(governance and public relations)?

The responses to research question 2 resulted in two major categories -  

relationships with internal and external stakeholders and board/superintendent 

governance. Table 4 illustrates that both categories emerged as a result of the information 

provided by the participants.

Table 4

Category Origin fo r  Research Question 2

Origination A priori A posteriori
Where does the authority for creating the categories reside?
Participants 1,2
Programs
Investigative
Literature
What is the source of the name used to describe the
category?
Participants
Programs
Investigative 1,2
Literature
Relationships with internal and external stakeholders 

2Board-superintendent governance

Relationships with internal and external stakeholders. The superintendent 

participants agreed that having positive relationships with internal and external 

stakeholders is key to managing the work effectively. Superintendent F reminds his staff 

that “parents have a choice and they do not have to choose our district. It is our role to
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make certain they unequivocally choose us and the best way to do that is to work

inclusively with them. People lose trust when they feel as if you are excluding them.”

The sentiment of inclusion is echoed by the other superintendents and has a meaning that

extends beyond “rubber stamp committees” and ‘faux involvement.” The superintendents

shared specific strategies for actively including their community in the work of the

district such as involvement in the strategic planning process, curriculum and course

changes, and open lines of communication (through face-to-face and electronic media).

Superintendent A shared the process for developing his district’s strategic plan.

The development of our strategic plan was a year-long process and involved 
approximately 80-100 people. These people represented all facets of our district -  
parents, employees (classified and certified), community members, board 
members, etc. The process fully involved these individuals, not just in name. They 
were looked to provide insight and guidance on what our district needs to be 
successful in the next five years. We were very intentional in our efforts for we 
did not want people to be a part o f a rubber stamping exercise. Because of the 
time we spent in its (strategic plan) development and communication, we did not 
have any issues relative to its adoption. This is how I like to conduct our regular 
business, with the inclusion of our constituents. For example, we just closed a 
school -  the fifth one in three years. We introduced the concept to our families at 
our November study session in which we met with 700 parents representing the 
three impacted schools. Over the course of the following three months, we 
solicited the community’s input and concerns. Because of our transparency and 
commitment to front-loading the public with information, we did not have a 
single person disagree with our final decision to close the school. I am certain this 
is due in large part to our intentional efforts for including our constituents 
throughout the process. Our community was a part of the decision as opposed to 
being passive recipients to bad news.

Superintendent F highlighted a process used within his district to gain input from

internal and external stakeholders regarding curriculum and/or course changes.

Since its inception in 1996, our curriculum has reflected the collective wisdom of 
thousands of educators and community members who worked together to 
determine what students need to know and be able to do in order to be successful 
at the next grade level and in the future. This investment by our stakeholders has 
ensured that the curriculum remains a rigorous and relevant blueprint for student 
learning in District F. As part o f that ongoing effort, the Oversight Committee,
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made up of community and staff members, meets annually to review proposed 
additions, deletions, and changes to the curriculum that come out of school and 
community surveys. Following validation by the committee, recommendations are 
submitted to the superintendent for approval by the school board, with 
implementation the following school year.

Having stakeholders involved in district decision making processes and structures

represents one strategy districts use to include all. Superintendent C provided information

about how electronic tools and social media have helped him to remain connected to his

community. In addition to electronic newsletters and communiques, he uses the district’s

Twitter account as a mechanism for two-way communication with the public. This forum

is often used to share updates with the community related to inclement weather, school

emergencies, and school programs. Additionally, parents use the medium to provide

information back to the school district. One such example, explained Superintendent C,

“was the time when an elementary student wandered away from the school grounds. A

community member noticed the child and immediately tweeted the district. This

communication technique helped us to respond accordingly and immediately.”

All seven superintendents referenced their involvement with educational politics

at the state and national levels. Superintendent A described himself as an introvert who

would rather not be involved with politics on any level; however he recognizes the

importance of such actions. He stated:

I spend a lot of time (more than I like to admit) at the state and national levels 
advocating for public education. Although I do not prefer the limelight, I find 
myself in it regularly. I feel it is my moral imperative to help others understand 
how their actions may impact our public education system. It is easy to sit in an 
ivory tower and dream up legislation, but someone needs to remind them how the 
legislation REALLY works on the ground.

When asked about his relationship with the external community, Superintendent 

D expressed his no-nonsense approach to education that he shares with all stakeholders.
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I have a strong value and belief system that I don’t stray from. What I mean by 
that is, for example, I disagree a lot with our governor and legislators especially in 
the areas of testing, accountability, and finance; but I will always be up front with 
them and always tell them so they can always know exactly where I stand. They 
may not agree with me, but they will respect me. And I think honesty and not 
trying to be something you are not are so important to navigating the politics.

Board-superintendent governance. When asked about the relationship between

board members and the superintendent, Superintendent A mentioned that it is imperative

to remember that the board’s role is to hold the superintendent accountability for

management and oversight of the board policies. Because of that reason, he indicated the

need to have a positive working relationship with the board because they are his

supervisors. The issues that some superintendents tend to encounter with their board did

not appear to be much of a concern for Superintendent D because he works on the

relationships first.

The board members are people just like you and I and they are elected to carry out 
specific duties. I am not angry with them if  they disagree with me -most 
supervisors will disagree with subordinates from time to time. I just want them to 
understand that we can disagree civilly and that’s basically all that I ask of them. I 
am here to do a job and they are here to hold me accountable for it. There are no 
secrets between us. Perhaps that has lead to my tenure.

Superintendent G’s perspective differs slightly as evidenced by the following 

comment:

Let me say this -  they (Board members) do not always stay in their lane 
(chuckle). It varies by what is happening politically. It used to be in our district 
that we had a very non-political kind of board. By that, I mean they became 
school board members because of their interest in helping the community prosper. 
This was during the time when the school board race was nonpartisan. They were 
not linked to D (Democrat) or R (Republican) and were not generally looking at 
the role as a stepping stone the next position. But that has changed.
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Research Question 3

How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage 

the complexities o f their position as they relate to managerial duties and responsibilities 

(organizational management)?

Table 5

Category Origin for Research Question 3

Origination A priori A posteriori
Where does the authority for creating the categories reside?
Participants 1,2
Programs
Investigative
Literature

What is the source of the name used to describe the
category?
Participants
Programs
Investigative 1,2
Literature
Encourages collaboration

Organizational structure designed to support priorities

Encourages collaboration. Unanimously, the belief held by all seven of the 

participating superintendents in terms of organizational management, included references 

to teamwork and collective responsibility. The superintendents provided information 

about their organizational structures and how the designs are created to provide 

opportunities for cross-departmental and/or cross-divisional work to occur. The 

expectations for collaboration did not solely rest in the district departments, but at the 

school level and within the superintendent’s cabinet. Several of the superintendents
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shared their thoughts about having all members of cabinet participate in the development 

and implementation of action plans for all divisions.

Organizational structure designed to support priorities. Collectively, the 

participating superintendents have an average of 14,450 employees. In many instances, 

their school districts are the largest employers in their city. To that end, they indicated the 

importance of a strong organizational structure designed to support the district’s 

priorities. Superintendent F discussed the rationale that supports his organizational 

structure.

I learned from Dr. Bobby Jones (pseudonym), previous superintendent in district 
F, it is actually better to be understaffed than overstaffed. Now, it is great to have 
it just right. What I use as my basis is our core business -  teaching and learning 
and I try to base all organizational decisions around the core business. For this 
reason, I have always worked to keep our central office staff lean. Keep it at a 
level that you really need to support the local school efforts. The organizational 
structure really serves two purposes. It tells you (1) who is in various 
administrative groups and (2) who reports to whom -  the chain of command. But 
after that, it is useless because work gets done across the organization. I have 
always felt that my job, other than the overall district responsibilities and 
reporting to the board, is to manage the white spots on the organizational chart. 
Structure, systems and processes are absolutely essential and if  you miss them or 
overlook them then you will not be very successful.

This sentiment was shared by superintendents C, D, and G who also shared their efforts

to maintain a central office filled with positions that are central to the district’s priorities

only. Superintendent B shared a different perspective on organizational structure that

focused more on local school leaders than district level leaders.

I have been straggling for three months with my school management structure, 
and not that people are not doing a good job; I think we are entering a rapid-pace, 
almost brutal world of change in our schools that I have been looking at our 
principals. I have always been one of those people who thought ‘hire a good 
principal and tell them what you need then let them go off to good things.’ Not 
any longer. You really have to give them significant support in (a) classroom 
evaluation and feedback and (b) how to monitor what you expect them to do. So, I 
have been straggling because I really feel our principals need dramatically more



57

support for building their own leadership capacity. I need them to focus on major 
changes and less on school management.

Superintendent A mentioned having a small, flat central office that includes a

seven member cabinet. He minimized the importance of the organizational structure and

highlighted succession planning.

I am a huge proponent of identifying top talent and moving people into positions 
that more directly align with their talents. I see it as my DUTY to push others out 
of their comfort zones and encourage them to take on new and different 
challenges. This can be difficult at times because we all know that educators do 
not want to fail. Many people are nervous about the push to another level, but 
mentoring others is an integral part o f my role. After all, someone did the same 
for me.

Research Question 4

What do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, perceive 

as the contributing factors to the longevity o f  their position?

Research question resulted in four major categories, political connections’ managerial 

efforts, instructional focus, and interpersonal relationships, whose origins are shown in

Table 6.



58

Table 6:

Category Origin fo r  Research Question 4

Origination A priori A posteriori
Where does the authority for creating the categories reside?
Participants
Programs
Investigative
Literature 1,2

3,4

What is the source of the name used to describe the 
category?
Participants
Programs
Investigative
Literature

^  ... ...............................
1,2

3,4

Managerial efforts 
3Instructional focus 
4Interpersonal relationships

Political connections. In all the interviews with the participants, each one

referenced the political nature of public education and their involvement at the local, state

and national levels. Unanimously, there was a belief that these political connections have

positively attributed to their longevity. This view was solidified by Superintendent E who

spoke candidly about his predecessor’s challenges in the position.

He had a big falling out with the board. He had a vote of no confidence and was 
even picketed by the teacher’s union. So things were in disarray, to say the least. 
Things were pretty bouncy here. The board’s relationship with him was poor. 
When looking to replace him, the board wanted somebody who wasn’t going 
from state to state — someone who was interested in the long haul. They wanted 
someone who was interested in the community, who had a history of and intent to 
be engaged. They did not see my predecessor as being that way. They felt like he 
wasn’t visible in the community, that he was not interested in the job. Instead, he 
was more interested in what was in it for him and not what was good for the 
masses.
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A common theme throughout the interview with Superintendent B was the notion

that being a superintendent is more than a job -  it is work that must be loved or one will

not survive. He referred to his political connections as a positive part o f his work.

I enjoy working with community and political groups. I never thought I would 
feel this way. I am on a hospital board, a chamber board, an economic 
development board, and a few others. I also work closely with the legislatures and 
city politicians. I have seven cities in my district which equates to seven mayors, 
seven county managers, etc. I attend the city council managers’ meeting once a 
month. Because our cities are very different, I have to know the climate of each. I 
have personal relationships with each mayor, the city managers and city council 
members.

Not only did the relationships with various political figures surface as a factor in 

superintendent longevity, but the tenure o f board members surfaced as a factor as well. 

District F has five board members who have a collective average o f 16 years in the role, 

with one member having more than 40 years on the board. Three o f  the five sitting board 

members hired Superintendent F. In District G, the seven member board has an average 

tenure of nine years, ranging from 1 year experience to 20 years experience. Similarly in 

district A, the board members have an average tenure of 10 years with one member 

serving in his/her 22nd year. Superintendent D reflected on his board’s stability in the 

following manner.

We have a stable board. We have a seven member board. There are actually four 
board members who were on the board when I came here 11 years ago. There’s 
probably no doubt that our board’s stability has influenced my tenure. A stable 
board will help any superintendent’s tenure. But, even the new members that have 
come to the board since I have been here, I’ve had no issues with. I will tell you, 
when we do have new people file to run for a board seat, I meet with them. I have 
a long conversation with them. If they have any concerns or issues, I am open to 
discussing those. I tell them that I do not get involved in board races but they need 
to understand my role, their potential role, and the distinction between the two.

Managerial efforts. According to Johnson (1998), effective management is a

critical part of the role of school superintendent. While many debate whether leadership
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or management skills are most important for school leaders to portray, the

superintendents in this study unanimously believed their management skills have

contributed to their tenure. The skills referenced included establishing and adhering to the

strategic priorities, developing accountability structures for all, and expecting

collaboration within and amongst district departments and the local schools.

Superintendent A referred to his managerial expectations in the following manner.

I have seven cabinet members and we meet on a weekly basis. All of our meetings 
are related to the district’s goals and objectives. Each department is required to 
develop action plans related to the district’s goals and objectives. The action plans 
are shared in our cabinet meetings once a month. This is a time for them to 
provide greater detail about what they have done to achieve their goals, risk 
factors, and strategies for mitigating them. It is also my expectation that other 
departments chime in and provide guidance to one another. After all -  we are 
ONE district and not a compendium of departments. I FULLY expect all 
departments to be knowledgeable o f and involved in the work of other 
departments. We are here to do the work that our students deserve and we will not 
be successful if we glaze over important issues without delving in collectively.

This sentiment was echoed by Superintendents E and F. Both shared their

expectations for accountability for all employees with a specific emphasis on the senior

level team. Respectively, their comments included:

I am a no-nonsense leader. When I say no-nonsense I mean that I take the work of 
educating children seriously and I expect my staff members to do the same. While 
I may come across as bull-headed or harsh, I know it is this commitment to our 
students that has attributed to my time in this district. I expect my cabinet 
members to not only be knowledgeable o f their craft, but more importantly to be 
leaders in the field.
Superintendent F’s expectations are evidenced through his requirement for all 

district and school level leaders to complete a 30 hour training session on business 

processes and continuous quality improvement tenets upon entry into leadership 

positions.

My commitment to CQI (continuous quality improvement) processes stems from 
my experience in technical education and the business sector. I expect the leaders
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of our district to set performance indicators and to utilize business strategies to 
determine the extent to which they are progressing. This work extends beyond the 
simple development of goals and objectives, to requiring individuals to search for 
root causes, ask the difficult questions, and make the tough decisions related to 
their area. Education is a business, albeit different from business in the private 
sector; there are numerous processes and strategies we can use to help our work.

Instructional focus. The No Child Left Behind Act (2002) created an era of high

accountability for the achievement o f all students. The superintendents involved in this

study indicated their emphasis on instructional accountability prior to the legislation. Two

of the seven participants stated that NCLB helped to “put some teeth” into the initiatives

they were already undergoing. Superintendent F’s efforts towards instructional focus

began at the start of his superintendency (16 years ago) when he led efforts to develop

academic standards that exceeded the expectations of the state’s curriculum. Coupled

with the new curriculum was the development of district assessments designed to

determine the extent to which students were meeting the demands o f the curriculum.

I experienced a lot of backlash, both internally and externally, when we decided 
to move forward with our own assessments. Critics suggested our students were 
being tested too much in areas that did not correspond with the state’s assessment 
plan. My reply was simple -  we are working to improve the rigor o f our students’ 
educational experience. Compliance with the state’s efforts was not going to lead 
to a change in instruction, and subsequently student achievement. Though it was 
painful during the first few years, our community now appreciates the fact that we 
are not limiting our students to the status quo.

Superintendent C referred to author Jim Collins’ book, Good to Great, when asked why

he believes he has been able to remain in his position for more than six years.

While I would not call myself a Level 5 leader, I have tried to maintain the 
attributes of a Level 5 leader as outlined by Jim Collins. He talks about Level 5 
leaders having respect for the organization - including all persons within the 
organization. Jim Collins also says that a Level 5 leader is someone who is 
selfless -  they put the needs of the organization above their own. They are 
uncompromising in their focus towards student achievement and results. I strive 
to embody these characteristics.
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Interpersonal relationships. Superintendents B and E have unique situations in

that they have only been employed by one school district for their entire career.

Superintendent B’s connection to the community extends beyond his professional career

into his childhood in that he attended school in the district from grades K-12. Both

superintendents strongly believe their commitment to the community has served as the

catalyst for their longevity.

My interest in the district’s success extends well beyond a compensatory bonus or 
state/national recognition. I do not need extrinsic rewards to motivate me to give 
my all to our communities. I am vested on a deeper level because I am a native, so 
to speak (Superintendent B).

Superintendent E feels fortunate to have an extensive history in the community because it

alleviates the need to convince the constituents o f his commitment.

My families know me. They see me in the community -  at the city park, at the 
theater, in the grocery store. I am one of them, not some untouchable dignitary in 
a white tower capitalizing off their children. Because I am one of them, the stakes 
feel even higher for me. My families are not reluctant to share their thoughts and 
concerns with me.

The value of interpersonal skills surfaced in the interview with Superintendent A who

mentioned to the researcher several times his open door policy.

No one needs an appointment to see me. It only makes sense given that I live in 
the community, shop, and attend church in the community as well. Parents and 
teachers know my home phone number and it is not uncommon for people to 
make home visits. I do this on purpose. We ALL need to be accessible. Besides, 
what would I be hiding from? I also hold “Coffee with Carl (pseudonym)” on a 
monthly basis in which I purposefully create an environment where anyone from 
my community can come and converse with me about their issues, suggestions or 
commendations. This has been a tradition for me since I started in this position. I 
value my community and I believe they know that.

In addition to the connections with the community-at-large, Superintendent C 

shared his efforts at remaining connected to the internal stakeholders.
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I do not travel nearly as much as many of my counterparts. I am typically on the 
district and more importantly, in the schools. I do not let a week go by that I am 
not getting into classrooms. Typically, I am in 5-6 classrooms per week in 
different schools. I am also involved with our mentoring program. I serve as a 
mentor for three of our students from our alternative school. I think these efforts 
help to keep me grounded and knowledgeable of the challenges our teachers and 
administrators face. It also keeps the purpose of our work at the forefront o f my 
mind.

The importance o f interpersonal relationships was best summarized by

Superintendent G’s response.

You cannot underestimate the importance of relationships in this job. It is 
relationships with people all over the community. I have regular meetings with all 
sorts of community groups, including the NAACP, the Housing Authority, the 
Boys and Girls Club. I am on the board for the Chamber o f  Commerce and the 
city partnership (a business organization). I think it is important to have 
relationships across the whole community, not just with board members or with 
principals or even teachers -  EVERYBODY. Relationships are everything. 
Whether it is relationships with kids or parents, whether it is with district or 
school staff, board members or legislatures -  establishing and maintaining 
relationships drives this work.

Research Question 5

How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage 

their working relationship with the school board?

For research question five, the data findings resulted in four codes. The four codes; 

regular communication with the board, clearly defined governance structures, clear 

understanding of the political nature of the work, and a commitment to the needs of the 

organization; were categorized based on origination and verification using a data analysis 

process suggested by Constas (1992). From this process, it was determined that two of 

the four codes (clear understanding of the political nature o f the work and commitment to 

the needs of the organization) originated by the participants posteriori (at the conclusion 

of the study) and the remaining two codes, regular communication with the board and
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clearly defined governance structures, originated from the literature a priori (originated 

prior to the study).

Table 7:

Category Origin fo r  Research Question 5

Origination A priori A posteriori
Where does the authority for creating the categories reside?
Participants
Programs
Investigative
Literature

1,2 3,4

What is the source of the name used to describe the 
category?
Participants
Programs
Investigative
Literature

, ___• .• '__ ‘ i . " ..........................
1,2

3,4

2Clearly defined governance structures 
Understanding o f  the political nature o f  the work 
4Commitment to the needs o f the organization

Regular communication with the board. According to Kowalski et al. (2011), 

effective communication between the board members and the superintendent is critical to 

the success of the superintendent. Their 2010 dicennial study of 1,867 superintendents 

indicated that approximately 51% of the surveyed superintendents spent more than 6 

hours weekly in direct communication with their school board members. The findings of 

this study align with that assertion in that 100% of the participants reported regular 

communication with the members of their board. Although the specific amount of time 

and types of communication efforts varied amongst the group, the acknowledgement of 

weekly touch points with the board was consistent.
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The use of electronic media such as email, social media sites, and text messaging

to communicate with board members was declared the primary method of

board/superintendent communication for 3 of the 7 participants. O f the 3, superintendent

C discussed his use of a weekly comprehensive email to all board members that provides

an update on the district’s initiatives, their progress toward objectives, potential risks, and

successes. Similarly, Superintendent D indicated that he sends a three to four page letter

to the board members every Friday. The letter includes information provided by his

senior staff and serves to “get into the issues and explain issues the board needs to

know.” He further stated:

Sometimes superintendents do not want to go through these extra measures for 
communicating with the board. They obviously do not realize that board 
members, especially in large districts, are going to be hit by a lot of community 
members. For that reason, they need as much information as possible.

Although the other four participants do not subscribe to technological means for

communication, they all mentioned the occurrence of weekly phone calls or visits with

their board members. Superintendent B’s five member board meets him for breakfast

individually once per month in addition to numerous weekly phone calls initiated by both

parties. During the interview, Superintendent B described the purpose of the one-on-one

breakfast meetings as opportunities to determine “what makes the board tick and what is

important to them.” He further comments:

Over the years, I have had many dysfunctional boards. I have never had a board 
that completely got along with one another. So, for 11 years I have committed to 
going to breakfast with every single board member individually once a month. 
That’s just to say ‘how are you?’ How are the kids? Did you have a good time 
skiing? That type of conversation. That is the human interaction that is needed to 
develop positive relationships. That’s one thing I have always done.
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Equally as important as the frequency of the communication between the 

superintendents and their board members is the method in which the communication is 

handled. 100% of the participants indicated that if one board member requests 

information, they share the reply with all of the board members. As Superintendent F 

commented, “this effort helps to keep all of the board members informed to the same 

degree. If you want a battle, just arm one board member with more information that 

another.”

While keeping the board members informed was a common practice of 100% of

the participants, 2 out of the 7 indicated that they do not intentionally stray from difficult

conversations with the members of the board. Superintendent G referenced the fact that

board members are politicians who represents their constituents; therefore they may have

a voter obligation on a specific issue that differs from his perspective.

I told my board when I first came in that I don’t care if  I have a split vote. I will 
bring the recommendation to you. If you do not like it, vote it down. I’m ok with 
that and will not take it personally.

This sentiment was not held by most of the superintendents in the study as evidenced by

the following comment from Superintendent F:

I have learned that while you can get anything passed with 3 out of 5 votes, if you 
get many things passed like that (particularly important issues) you need to 
understand that you may have limited support throughout the initiatives. So, I see 
it as my responsibility to make sure that whatever goes before the board includes 
enough information so they can make a logical, informed decision. I want their 
full support.

Clearly defined governance structures. According to Natkin et.al (2002) many of 

the struggles experienced by large district superintendents and their board members are a 

direct result of the blurring of the lines of responsibility. Troubles tend to ensue when 

board members, whose role is to set district policies and accountability structures for
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them, begin to engage in activities that influence the day-to-day supervision of the

district’s work. Of the seven superintendents interviewed 100% o f them provided

examples of processes they have developed to mitigate the overlap of duties and

responsibilities. This clear distinction of roles for the governance structure aids in

supporting a positive relationship between the two parties.

One of the things we have done to really assist with this issue 
(board/superintendent roles) is that our board agreed to create a governance 
handbook. We were talking about accountability at one point and I shared with 
them that I saw accountability as a circle in which everyone had a role. It started 
with the superintendent holding the executive team accountable, them holding the 
principals, teachers and even the student accountable. But I felt there was a breech 
in the circle and that was the school board. There was no accountability beyond 
the electoral process of the school board members. They agreed to undergo a 
process of review and spent almost two years researching school board 
governance. In 2011, the board adopted its governance handbook which outlines 
the delineation of duties and expectations for their work.

Similarly to district C, four of the other districts have developed guidance

documents to explain the distinction of roles. In addition to the governance documents,

the board members and superintendent in district F attended a two year professional

learning session, sponsored by the National School Boards Association, designed at

training the two parties on best practices for school district governance. This learning

resulted in the adoption o f a board policy which outlines a theory of action for reform

governance. “Having the work at a policy level has served to increase the accountability

of the work for me and the board members (Superintendent F) and decrease the instances

of conflict concerning roles.” While the remaining two superintendents do not have

physical documents or explicit policies outlining the roles, they have “gentlemen’s

agreements” that serve the same purpose.
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These individuals have worked with the majority of their board members for eight 

or more years and feel as if the relationships are strong enough that these additional 

measures are unnecessary. Superintendent A uses the influence o f board members on one 

another. He states:

It takes some of your board members to work on other board members. If you 
want to be an integral member of the board, you don’t want to be isolated by the 
other members of the board -  you against the rest o f the board. You can use board 
members to help your cause. They are humans and they respond to peer pressure 
too.

Superintendent D mentioned that he informs his board of the following: “Number 

1: you can ask any question you want and you can call on anybody you want (referring to 

staff members) and Number 2: you can never tell anyone what to do because that only 

comes from me.”

Understanding the political nature of the work. “ If you do not want to be involved

with politics, then do not become a superintendent,” lamented Superintendent F. This

sentiment was underscored by Superintendent E as he discussed the appointment of a

new county executive in his region.

We had a county executive appointed by the council last week because the other 
county executive that I have been saddled with for the past few years was 
convicted and resigned. The council just replaced him last week. So, I am trying 
desperately to get on her calendar as soon as possible. It is important for us to get 
to know one another and support the efforts o f one another.

Superintendent D referenced his ability to have three bonds pass with 60% support or

greater during his tenure for $139 million, $602 million, and $535 million respectively.

Superintendent D stated:

To pass bonds, the superintendent must act as a pseudo-politician and convince 
the community members why additional funds are needed. It is important to 
campaign for these efforts, just as politicians campaign for their platforms. This 
work is laced with politics.
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Commitment to the needs of the organization. All o f the participating 

superintendents unanimously expressed an unconditional commitment to the needs of the 

organization. This sentiment was shared directly by Superintendent B, “To be a 

successful superintendent, you must understand the needs o f the students supersede the 

needs of adults and no adult is excluded. You must see this work as a commitment and 

not a job.” Despite the demands o f the job such as decreasing financial resources, 

increasing accountability expectations, extensive time commitments, and continuous 

influences from political sources; it is the belief o f the subjects that superintendents who 

are committed will have better relationships with all internal and external stakeholders 

(including the board). Superintendent F, who has been in his role for 16+ years and in the 

educational sector for 40+ years, shared this position in his reminder that “as long as your 

decisions are grounded in efforts that will improve the quality of education for students, it 

is extremely difficult for your board to refute them.”

Summary

This study is designed to ascertain the perceived factors long standing, large 

district superintendents believe have contributed to their extensive tenure. Seven large- 

district superintendents, from districts with 60,000 to 200,000 students, took part in semi

structured interviews in an effort to determine their perception of their longer than 

average tenure. The data from the interviews were analyzed using a two-tier process and 

resulted in fourteen themes. These themes can further be narrowed to four overarching 

categories: emphasis on instruction and needs of teachers, ability to develop and maintain 

relationships with internal and external public, clear governance and communication
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structures with board members, political connections and organizational management 

structures.

Although the superintendents had experiences unique to their location, district, 

and constituents; many of their challenges, strengths, and commitments were similar. As 

indicated by the data, the participants believed their commitment to the needs of the 

teachers in their district was an integral factor in their longevity. Each shared examples of 

struggles with shrinking budgets, increasing state and federal mandates, and 

internal/external stakeholders; however they underscored the importance of focusing on 

the instmctional needs of the teachers. To that end, they work to mitigate factors that may 

negatively influence the teaching and learning process.

The importance of developing and maintaining relationships with all stakeholders, 

internal and external, was a factor that resonated with all the superintendents throughout 

their interviews. The superintendents shared numerous examples o f the intentional efforts 

they devote to their stakeholders, including but not limited to community advisory 

boards, community events, electronic communication efforts, open-door policies, and/or 

committee involvement. Each believed strongly in the power of their stakeholders and 

expressed their perception of the connection between these relationships and their tenure. 

The time that dedicated to communication efforts varied amongst the superintendents; 

however each shared examples of weekly interactions minimally.

The literature on superintendent tenure provides a link between superintendent 

longevity and the relationship with the members of the board of education. This 

sentiment was echoed by the participants and each firmly believed that their ability to 

work closely and amicably with the board has contributed to their longer than average
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tenure in the position. All provided examples of the various strategies they utilize to 

delineate the roles of the superintendent and that o f the board members. These 

governance structures are provided in formal documents, frameworks, and/or board 

policies in some instances and are simply shared via conversations in others. Despite the 

medium used, all indicated the importance o f clearly defined governance structures as it 

relates to their ability to uphold the duties and responsibilities of the position and 

subsequently their tenure.

One of the duties of the superintendent, as perceived by the participants, is to 

develop and maintain relationships with the political representatives at the local, state and 

national levels. Each provided examples of their involvement with legislation and 

initiatives at all levels as a means of garnering buy-in and support for their district and 

public education as a whole. While the work in this area may not fit the mold of the 

typical perception of the work of the school superintendent, all seven participants were 

emphatic about the relationship between their political involvement and their tenure.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The role of school superintendents has changed since its inception; however the duties 

associated with the role have not changed, they have multiplied. School district 

superintendents are being held accountable for all o f the positional expectations from the 

past (i.e. management skills, political leadership skills, social science skills, and 

communication skills) as well as those o f the present (Bredeson & Kose, 2007). The 

demands of the position have led to tenures that are significantly shorter than those of 

their private sector counterparts, with superintendents serving for three to five years and 

private sector chief executive officers serving from 11 to 35 years (Whittle, 2005). 

Remaining in the superintendency for greater than six years is not a common finding 

amongst large district superintendents. This is evidenced by the population size o f this 

study, twenty-two eligible superintendents. Given the turnaround associated with the 

superintendency, the purpose of this study was to determine the perception of large 

district superintendents, with more than six years in the position, as it relates to their 

extended tenure.

Summary of the Study 

The role of school superintendents has changed significantly over time, with 

greater political and societal influences than in the past (Kowalski, 2005). The changes 

have not only negatively influenced the tenures o f large district superintendents, but also 

have led to decreasing staff morale, diminishing public trust, and challenges with student

72
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achievement. In this study, the researcher determines the perceptions of sitting large 

district superintendents in regards to the factors that have contributed to their greater than 

average tenures (six years or more).

Solicitation letters were sent to the twenty-two large district superintendents with 

six years or greater in their position. Of the members o f the population, seven 

superintendents responded affirmatively and agreed to take part in the study. Information 

explaining the confidentiality procedures for the study, the data collection strategies, and 

the data confirmation strategies were sent to the participants via electronic mail. The 

participants signed an informed consent form, an approved document from the 

university’s Institutional Review Board, prior to their inclusion in the study.

The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with each of the participants, 

ranging from 45 minutes to one hour in duration. The interview questions were aligned to 

the five research questions in an effort to ascertain the data needed to address the purpose 

o f the study. Each interview was digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. The 

transcripts were shared with the participants at two points during the study -  after 

transcription and after coding. This process afforded the participants the opportunity to 

validate the accuracy of the data collection and analysis processes.

Summary of Major Findings 

This study utilized five research questions, spanning the major categories of the 

position (Johnson, 1998), instructional accountability, governance and public relations, 

and organizational management, as a guide: How do large district school 

superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage the complexities of their
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position as they relate to educational duties and responsibilities (instructional 

accountability)? How do large district school superintendents, with greater than average 

tenure, manage the complexities of their position as they relate to political duties and 

responsibilities (governance and public relations)? How do large district school 

superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage the complexities of their 

position as they relate to managerial duties and responsibilities (organizational 

management)? What do large district school superintendents, with greater than average 

tenure, perceive as the contributing factors to the longevity o f their position? How do 

large district school superintendents, with greater than average tenure, manage their 

working relationship with the school board?

The data analysis resulted in 14 major categories related to the research questions. In 

terms of instructional accountability (research question one), the superintendents believed 

their ability to 1) focus on results and use data to guide decisions and 2) support the needs 

of their teachers was related to their extended tenure. The governance and public relations 

topic (research question two) generated two categories, 1) relationships with internal and 

external stakeholders and 2) specific board/superintendent governance structures. The 

participants underscored the importance o f developing and maintaining internal and 

external relationships and communication structures as a part of the superintendent’s role. 

From a management perspective (research question three), the superintendents indicated 

a strong commitment to 1) collaborative efforts within and amongst the district 

departments, divisions, and school level employees and 2) an organizational structure 

designed to support the district’s priorities. The participating superintendents perceived 

their tenures (research question four) resulted from their ability to 1) develop and
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maintain political connections, 2) manage effectively, 3) maintain an instructional focus, 

and 4) form relationships with the internal and external stakeholders. In alignment with 

the results from questions one through four, the superintendents attributed their ability to 

develop and maintain a working relationship with their board (research question five) to 

the following: regular communication with the board, clearly defined governance 

structures, understanding the political nature o f the work, and an overarching 

commitment to the needs o f the organization.
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Table 8

Alignment between Research Questions, Categories, and the Literature

Research Questions_______
Research Question 1: How 
do large district school 
superintendents, with greater 
than average tenure, manage 
the complexities of their 
position as they relate to 
educational duties and 
responsibilities 
(instructional 
accountability)?

Research Question 2: How 
do large district school 
superintendents, with greater 
than average tenure, manage 
the complexities of their 
position as they relate to 
political duties and 
responsibilities (governance 
and public relations)?

Research Question 3: How 
do large district school 
superintendents, with greater 
than average tenure, manage 
the complexities of their 
position as they relate to 
managerial duties and 
responsibilities 
(organizational 
management)?

Research Question 4: What 
do large district school 
superintendents, with greater 
than average tenure, 
perceive as the contributing 
factors to the longevity of 
their position?

Related Categories 
Focus on results and use 
data to guide decisions

Support needs of teachers

Relationships with 
internal and external 
stakeholders

Specific
board/superintendent 
governance structures

Encourages collaboration

Organizational structure 
designed to support 
priorities

Political connections 
Managerial efforts 
Instructional focus 
Interpersonal 

relationships

Supporting Literature 
Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 
2005

Kowalski, 2003; 
Brunner, Grogan & 
Bjork, 2002; 
McFarlane, 2010

Sell, 2006; Kowalski, 
2003; Copeland & 
Chance, 1996

Waters & Marzano, 
2006; Brunner, 
Grogan & Bjork, 
2002; McFarlane, 
2010

Waters & Marzano, 
2006
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Table 8 (Continued)

Research Questions____________Related Categories__________ Supporting Literature

Research Question 5: How 
do large district school 
superintendents, with greater 
than average tenure, manage 
their working relationship 
with the school board?

Regular communication 
with the board

Petersen & Fusarelli, 
2001; Bjork & Keedy, 
2001; Yee & Cuban, 
1996; Archer, 2003; 
Eaton & Sharp, 1996; 
Harris et al., 2004; 
Natkin et al., 2002

Clearly defined 
governance structures

Understanding of the 
political nature of the 
work

Commitment to the needs 
of the organization

Jones & Howley, 2009; 
Chance & Chapps, 
1990

Fuller et al., 2003; 
Farkas et al., 2001; 
Cooper, Fusarelli, & 
Carella, 2000; Hersey 
& Blanchard, 1982; 
CGCS, 2010

Discussion of the Findings 

The results of the study provided two themes for the first research question 

regarding instructional accountability. The participants’ responses referenced the use of 

data to drive decisions and support o f the teachers as the main strategies for managing the 

instructional portion of their job. The research of Fusarelli and Fusarelli (2005) on the 

role of superintendents and the changes experienced over time, state that historically 

superintendents were responsible for acting as social scientists. To that end,
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superintendents were expected to utilize research methodologies to inform policy 

development and plans for improvement. Although their research referenced 

superintendent responsibilities used during the 1970s, the superintendents in this study 

responded in a manner that suggests that these practices are still applicable to the 

superintendency (Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2005).

The second theme resulting from research question one, support the needs of 

teachers, did not surface from the literature as a specific strategy superintendents use for 

managing the complexities of instructional accountability. The superintendents in this 

study were adamant about protecting the needs of their teachers, from a financial and 

professional perspective, as a means of improving instruction. The common belief 

surrounded the fact that teachers are the most critical employees in a school district; 

therefore considering and subsequently addressing their needs positively influences 

instructional outcomes.

Having positive relationships with internal and external stakeholders and clearly 

identified board/superintendent governance structures are the two themes that surfaced 

from research question two. Of the seven characteristics of effective superintendents 

identified by the Council of Great City Schools, a consortium of 67 large city school 

districts located in urban areas, and the Thomas B. Fordham Institute (2003), a research 

advocacy group for educational excellence, three reference a superintendent’s ability to 

identify a clear vision, map a plan for implementation, and gamer support for the plan. 

The participants’ responses, in accordance with these characteristics, highlighted the 

importance of developing and maintaining positive relationships with internal and 

external stakeholders. Their commentary suggested that garnering support requires
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authentic relationships with the members of the community that can be cultivated through 

invitations to participate in the decision-making process associated with district 

initiatives, open door policies, and/or regular communication strategies. Additionally, the 

seven superintendents shared specific ways they commit to the needs of the community 

via advisory boards, committee work, etc. In a case study of four successful 

superintendents, Copeland and Chance (1996) found these individuals possessed a 

comprehensive knowledge of the needs and culture of their communities and valued 

quality interactions with their stakeholders. The superintendents’ immersion into the 

community helped them to be viewed as active advocates and pillars for their 

stakeholders.

While involvement with various groups and organizations is important for 

superintendents, the participants indicated the need for them to clearly identify the 

governance structure between the board and themselves in an effort to progress 

appropriately.

Encourages Collaboration

The works of Brunner, Grogan & Bjork (2002) and McFarlane (2010) underscore 

the expectation that effective superintendents work collaboratively with stakeholders 

(internal and external) to execute district plans for growth, development and 

improvement. The participating superintendents provided explicit information about their 

expectation for collaboration within the district and collaboration with external 

stakeholders. The overall message reflected a belief that the work o f public educators is 

too vast and important to reside with one person and/or group.
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Organizational Structure Designed to Support Priorities

In their meta-analysis of 27 studies conducted to determine the influence of 

district leaders on student achievement, Waters and Marzano (2006) found that effective 

district leaders set specific goals for teaching and learning and align their resources to 

support those goals. These efforts were captured by the participants in their explanations 

of how they use the district’s priorities to define the organizational structure. Many 

provided accounts of eliminating positions at the central office that were superfluous 

and/or expanding departments that needed more assistance to meet the demands of the 

district. The participants highlighted the instructional focus o f their district and how they 

worked to protect those departments and the local level teachers for they are responsible 

for the crux of the work.

Political Connections

According to Council o f Great City Schools (2010), the average tenure for large 

district superintendents ranges between three and five years. To be included in this study, 

the superintendents had to have six years or more in their position. A review of the 

responses regarding factors believed to contribute to their longer than average tenure, 

resulted in the following themes: political connections, managerial efforts, instructional 

focus, and interpersonal relationships.

Three of the seven superintendents interviewed indicated that they did not set out 

to become a school superintendent. Each was satisfied with serving in a leadership 

capacity at the local school level. To this end, when they were questioned about their 

perception of longevity, each reflected and asserted that their political connections served 

as a critical factor. This perception aligns with the work of Thomas (2001) who states
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that superintendent turnover is directly related to the increased accountability and 

political nature of the position. The political connections presented were not limited to 

the local board of education; although many believed the relationship with their board 

contributed positively to their longevity.

Managerial Efforts

The participants shared specific information regarding their organizational 

structure and the supporting evidence for the structure. Each perceived their decision to 

have a small central office staff as a contributing factor to their longevity. The 

superintendents indicated the positions at the central office should support and align with 

the district’s priorities. Positions outside the realm of the district’s priorities tended to be 

eliminated either due to budget cuts or intentional reorganization efforts. These efforts to 

decrease central office positions help to maintain teacher positions and minimize the 

potential for teacher furloughs.

Instructional Focus

The increase in instructional accountability brought about a new layer of 

responsibility for district superintendents (Farkas, Johnson, & Duffett, 2003; Feurstein & 

Dietrich, 2003; Jones & Howley, 2009). As states began to identify schools based on 

their academic performance levels, the pressure mounted and changed for individuals 

serving in this capacity. The participating superintendents agreed that the No Child Left 

Behind Act (2002) significantly changed the educational landscape and increased 

accountability significantly. While the reform legislation influenced the actions of 

educators throughout the United States, several o f the superintendents in this study 

indicated their instructional efforts that preceded the mandates. Despite the origination of
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the efforts, before or after the legislation, all of the superintendents expressed an 

unwavering commitment to the instructional needs of all the students and teachers in their 

districts. A common stance between them was the importance of addressing teacher 

needs as a means to improving the educational experience o f the students.

Interpersonal Relationships

Kowalski (2003) purported an additional role of the superintendent, 

communicator, and indicated that leaders at this level in an organization should be able to 

work collaboratively with all stakeholders; thereby requiring effective communication 

skills. This sentiment was expressed by the superintendents in the study as they 

continually referenced the importance of having positive interpersonal relationships. The 

participants emphasized the need for authentic connections between the superintendent 

and all stakeholders that required intentional, ongoing efforts. The efforts comprise of 

face-to-face and technological strategies for maintaining a transparent culture with all 

stakeholders.

Regular Communication with the Board

The relationship between superintendents and board members is critical to the 

success of the district as well as the longevity o f the superintendent (Petersen & Fusarelli, 

2001; Bjork & Keedy, 2001). To sustain a positive working relationship with their boards 

of education, the seven participating superintendents shared evidence of how they 

communicate regularly with them. These efforts included electronic means such as email, 

newsletters and/or the use of social media provided on a weekly basis. Additionally, the 

superintendents underscored the importance of keeping all board members apprised of 

district efforts, progress, and accomplishments so as not to create a divide between them.
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Clearly Defined Governance Structures

The second theme that surfaced in this area, clearly defined governance 

structures, is directly related to the communication theme. Unanimously, the participating 

superintendents each has a method for clearly identifying the roles o f and responsibilities 

o f the superintendent and those of the board. Some of the superintendents embarked on 

formalized processes, involving professional learning sessions for the board and 

superintendent, to distinguish the roles of the two entities. Others created board adopted 

documents and/or policies to guide the work of the superintendent and that of the board. 

In many instances, these documents outlined the accountability structures for both 

groups. The remaining superintendents developed “gentlemen’s agreements” with their 

board members about the role distinctions. Despite the methodology, all participants 

deemed explicit division of labor agreements as important.

Understanding the Political Nature of the Work

The Council of Great City Schools (Council of Great City Schools, 2010) and the 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute (2003) list seven characteristics of effective 

superintendents including one that suggests the need for a political acuity. The 

participating superintendents shared an understanding of the importance of being 

involved with local, state, and national political representatives. Each provided examples 

of their involvement with this political entities that span participation on education task 

forces, business/education partnerships, and regular communication streams.

Commitment to the Needs of the Organization

Despite the challenges faced by the participating large district superintendents, 

including but not limited to fiscal issues, human resource issues, and reform mandates;
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the participants held firmly to their commitment to the organization. Their belief in the 

power of public education and the benefits it provides to the well-being of the country 

outweighed any of the potential adversarial tensions. Their reference to the work of the 

superintendent being more than a job highlighted the superintendents’ view of the 

superintendency.

Relationship to the Theoretical Framework 

Yee and Cuban (1996) assert that harmonious relationships with members of the 

board lead to longer tenures, a concept that directly aligns with Callahan’s vulnerability 

theory (1962), Eaton’s cumulative theory (1990), and Lutz and Iannaccone’s 

dissatisfaction theory (1986). These three interrelated theories, relevant to superintendent 

turnover, were selected to guide this study and serve as a basis for analyzing the findings.

Callahan’s vulnerability theory (1962) purports the longevity of a school 

superintendent is directly related to his/her ability to remain aligned with the decisions 

and actions of the school board members. The point, at which the superintendent’s 

decisions and/or actions become maligned with the board’s perspectives, is the point at 

which the superintendent’s vulnerability for removal increases. Eaton’s cumulative 

theory (1990) underscores Callahan’s theory (1962) and extends it by indicating that the 

vulnerability of the superintendency comes not only from board member relationships but 

also from relationships with special interest groups, teacher organizations, parents and/or 

community members. Lutz and Iannaccone’s dissatisfaction theory (1986) relates 

superintendent tenure to board member turnover by asserting that changes in the 

demographic makeup of a district can result in board member turnover and subsequently 

superintendent turnover.
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The findings from this study are directly applicable to the three aforementioned 

theories. Callahan (1962) purports that superintendent turnover can result from the non- 

alignment of the priorities and decisions between the board and superintendent. The 

superintendents involved in this study provided explicit evidence o f  how they work to 

maintain a positive working relationship with their board members. The relationships, 

according to the superintendents, are built on open lines of communication, regular 

communication, and clear explanations of the division of labor between the two entities. 

Following the lines of Callahan’s vulnerability theory (1962), the seven superintendents 

in this study have worked in accordance with their boards which may have decreased 

their vulnerability for removal from the position. This same logic applies to Eaton’s 

cumulative theory (1990) in that the participating superintendents have developed 

mechanisms for working inclusively with all constituents through open forums for 

dialogue, advisory opportunities for decision-making and active involvement in 

community efforts.

Lutz and Iannococone's dissatisfaction theory (1986) suggests that board turnover 

leads to superintendent turnover. Of the seven superintendents, only one has experienced 

high board turnover. The other districts have board members who have served, in many 

instances, longer than the superintendent. This lack of board turnover, if applied to the 

dissatisfaction theory, suggests that superintendent turnover would be minimal, as is the 

case for the participating superintendents.

Implications

This study has implications for existing educational leaders, aspiring educational 

leaders, and educational leadership preparation programs. Findings from this study may



86

1) provide plausible solutions to meet the revolving door superintendent crisis, 2) provide 

insight into the knowledge, skills, and dispositions perceived as important for 

superintendent longevity, and 3) provide insight into the strategies superintendents use to 

overcome the challenges associated with the position. The literature contains expansive 

reasons for positive relationships between superintendents and their board members. 

Findings from this study may prove beneficial to those superintendents, current and 

aspiring, who are searching for practical views for developing and sustaining these 

critical relationships.

The findings of this study should not be generalized to other circumstances; 

however the information may be beneficial to individuals entering into or aspiring to 

serve as a large district superintendent, board members interested in selecting or 

maintaining a superintendent, and educational leadership programs seeking to prepare 

individuals for the top level position in a school district. Educational leaders looking to 

serve in the superintendency should be able to utilize the findings o f this study to reflect 

on their management and interpersonal skills as they relate to internal and external 

audiences. Similarly, with the extensive turnover o f large district superintendents, board 

members should be able to apply these findings to their search criteria. The findings from 

this research may prove beneficial to educational leadership programs seeking to utilize 

the practice of long term superintendents to inform their course experiences for students.

Recommendations for Future Research 

The research on superintendent turnover is extant; however the research on the 

converse (superintendent longevity) is limited. The limited scope of this study, seven 

superintendents from large districts, provides a rationale for further research with a
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greater population. A mixed methods approach, using surveys and interviews, could 

benefit the literature on superintendent longevity. The importance o f relationships was 

expressed as a fundamental theme throughout the findings related to the five research 

questions. In an effort to gain a thorough understanding o f the behaviors, knowledge, and 

skills contributing to the development and sustainability o f these critical relationships, 

future qualitative case studies of individual long-standing superintendents over an 

extended period of time could enhance the literature base.

Given the emphasis on the board-superintendent relationship, future research 

could examine the relationship between board tenure and superintendent tenure. Many of 

the board members from the districts involved in this study have numerous years in the 

role and a number of them served on the board at the time of the superintendent’s hiring. 

The extent to which board longevity and superintendent longevity are related could aid in 

learning more about the contributing factors to superintendent longevity.

Summary

The frequent turnover of school superintendents is a concern to many school 

boards and community stakeholders. The instability at the top of the organization can 

negatively impact staff morale, community confidence and student achievement. Despite 

the growing concern, the average tenure for school superintendents is less than six years, 

duration that minimizes the potential for adequate change and/or improvement. This 

qualitative study examined the perceived factors of school superintendents regarding their 

longer than average tenure. Although the superintendents had experiences unique to their 

location, district, and constituents; many of their challenges, strengths, and commitments 

were similar. The findings suggest that the participants believed the following contributed
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to their tenure: emphasis on instruction and needs of teachers, ability to develop and 

maintain relationships with internal and external public, clear governance and 

communication structures with board members, political connections, and organizational 

management structures. There is extant literature on the reasons for superintendent 

turnover; however the literature is limited in the area of superintendent longevity. This 

study adds to the limited research in that area and provides a basis for additional 

considerations in the area of superintendent longevity.
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Informed Consent

(An Analysis of Superintendent Longevity in Large School Districts: A Qualitative Study)

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.
Investteators

Nikki Goiar Mouton, B.S. M.Ed. (Researcher)

Dr. Edward Bouie, Jr. (Faculty Advisor)

Mercer University 
Tift College of Education 
3001 Mercer University Drive 
Atlanta, Georgia 30341 -4115

Purpose of the Research

This study is designed to examine the factors that have contributed to the career longevity of 

long-standing superintendents through the evolution of the position as it relates to governance, 

intemal/extemal public relations, human and fiscal resources, and instructional accountability. 

The data from the research will be used as a part of a dissertation study aimed at providing 

guidance on superintendent tenure influences.

Procedures

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to take part in a single phone or 

face-to-face semi-structured interview. The questions can be provided to you in advance, if 

desired. Upon completion of the interview, the discussion will be transcribed verbatim and 

returned to you for review of the accuracy of the content and message. Your participation will 

take approximately 1.5 hours (1 hour interview + 30 minute transcription review).
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Confidentiality and Data Storage

The preferred method for conducting the interviews will be in-person; however virtual or 

telephone interviews will be utilized as needed. The interviews will be audio-taped, if 

approved by the interviewee, and will be transcribed verbatim, upon conclusion of the 

session. Throughout the course of the interviews, the researcher will record notes identifying 

the tone, expressions, and key ideas in an effort to support the recorded responses. All 

participants will be de-identified within the context of the study. Specific information 

regarding the administrators' name, school district, school name, school level, and location 

will be shielded through the use of pseudonyms and confidential coding. Any information 

that could potentially identify the participants will be excluded from the study. All audiotapes 

will be confidential and accessible to the researcher only. The tapes will be stored in a secure 

location, the office of Dr. Edward Bouie, and maintained for three years after the completion 

of the study. Access to the recordings will be limited to Nikki Mouton (researcher) and Dr. 

Edward Bouie (faculty advisor).

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 Nikki Golar Mouton 

via electronic mail or phone prior to data collection.

Questions about the Research

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Nikki Mouton or 

Dr. Edward Bouie, Jr..



Audio Taping

The use of audio tapes will help to capture specific information provided by participants. 

Your permission to use audio recordings is requested but not required.

Reasons for Exclusion from the Study

There are no foreseeable reasons for excluding individuals from participating in the 

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 (XX) XXX-XXXX.

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
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Superintendent______________ :

My name is Nikki Mouton and I am Executive Director of Staff Development for 
Gwinnett County Public Schools located in a nearby suburb of Atlanta, Georgia. 
Currently I am pursuing my doctorate in educational leadership from Mercer University 
and am conducting a study of long-standing large-district superintendents, like you, who 
have been able to challenge the traditional tenure of 3 -  5 years in a successful manner. 
To that end, I would be honored to have an opportunity to interview you (approximately 
30 minutes) to learn about your experiences and the factors that have contributed to your 
success and longevity in the superintendency.

All identifying information will be excluded from the study in an effort to respect your 
privacy. Additionally, you will be provided an electronic transcript of our interview for 
your review and approval. Once the interview transcript has been coded and themes have 
been identified, your review and approval will be requested prior to completion of the 
study. All interview audiotapes will be confidential and accessible to the researcher only. 
The tapes will be stored in a secure location and maintained for three years after the 
completion of the study.

Attached you will find a document that requests your reply regarding this study. If 
preferred, you may reply electronically to me at
Please feel free to direct questions regarding this research to me or Dr .Edward Bouie 
(Doctoral Chairperson, Mercer University Tift College o f Education) at XXX-XXX- 
XXX or at

Thanks in advance for considering this opportunity. I welcome the opportunity to grow 
from your insight and experiences.

Sincerely,

Nikki Golar Mouton
Executive Director of Staff Development 
Gwinnett County Public Schools 
nikki mouton@.gwinnett.kl2.ga.us

CC: Dr. Frances E. Davis, Chief Human Resources Officer (GCPS)
Dr. Edward Bouie, Mercer University Tift College of Education
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ANALYSIS OF SUPERINTENDENT LONGEVITY IN 

LARGE SCHOOL DISTRICTS: A QUALITATIVE STUDY 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions

Demographic Questions

1. How long have you served in your current role as superintendent?

2. Describe your formal educational background.

3. What other educational positions have you held in your current district? other 

school districts?

4. How does your school district differ from when you began your position?

Preparation

5. Describe your preparation for the superintendency -  formal and informal.

6. What preparation strategies would you suggest for those who have an interest in 

the superintendency?

7. Provide information about the authors/researchers/etc whose work helps to guide 

you as an educational leader.

Political Influences

8. How did your board members come to understand their role, your role and the 

distinction between the two?

9. Describe your relationship with your board and how you are able distinguish your 

roles and responsibilities from their roles and responsibilities.

10. Describe your relationship with other members of your external community (i.e. 

parent organizations, policy makers, etc).
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Instructional Accountability

11. How has NCLB influenced your work as a large district superintendent?

12. Explain your strategic plan/major district initiatives and how they came to be.

12a. How was your internal community involved in its development?

12b. How was your external community involved in its development?

12c. Describe your district’s organizational structure and how it supports/impacts 

your priorities and initiatives.

Managerial

13. How does your organizational structure support your district initiatives and 

priorities?

14. How do you stay connected to the various parts of your district given its large 

size?

Challenges

15. How have you been able to adjust to changes with fiscal resources over the time?

16. In your opinion, what are the top three challenges facing large district 

superintendents today?

17. What specific lessons have you learned over the course of your tenure (either 

formally or informally) that could help those interested in becoming a large 

district superintendent?

18. What specific factors do you attribute to your greater than average tenure


