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Abstract
of
CALIFORNIA SUPERINTENDENTS: LEADING DISTRICT-WIDE CHANGE TO
ADVANCE STUDENT SUCCESS
by

Joseph Michael Williams
This study on skills for leading change in California’s public school system can
serve to validate current literature on leadership and the change process. The purpose of
this study was to examine the leadership training gaps of California Superintendents and
the skills for district-wide change that more consistently advance student success.
Subsequently, recommendations were made to inform policy leaders of changes that must
be made to better prepare California school leaders in order to engage the change process
and advance student success.
This study utilized a mixed-method approach in order to examine the quantitative
and qualitative data. Quantitative data were collected and analyzed using a Likert scale
from superintendent surveys and a Pearson correlation. Qualitative data were collected
from three open-ended written responses on a superintendent survey, in addition to
follow-up interviews with eight superintendents. Qualitative data was analyzed using a
coding process and a constant comparative method was used in order to explore any
theme that emerged from or that was grounded in the data. The analysis of both the
quantitative and qualitative data examined the leadership training gaps of California
xi

Superintendents and the necessary skills for district-wide change that advances student
success.
The researcher found that there were significant correlations between leadership,
the nature of the superintendency, and the change process. More specifically, quantitative
analysis indicated that there were significant correlations between creating strategic
plans, holding individuals accountable, building coalitions, effective communication,
increasing effectiveness, embracing conflict, encouraging collaboration and shared
decision making process. Additionally, there were significant correlations between
creating strategic plans, communicating a shared vision, holding individuals accountable,
building coalitions, recognizing the necessity of fostering change, monitoring the change
process, developing strategic plans, determining which changes are critical and assessing
each stage of the change process.
Qualitative analysis of written responses and transcribed interviews indicated a
lack of training in the following areas: budgeting and school finance, board relationships,
mentoring and networking, educational training and professional development,
curriculum and instruction, and technology. Additional themes that emerged regarding
the leadership nature of the superintendency when advancing student success were:
collaboration, vision, communication, building positive relationships, acquiring
knowledge and experience, navigating politics, and listening and reflecting.

Keywords: Superintendents, district-wide change, leader preparation, leadership,
training gaps, mentoring, school board relations, student success.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
“When I was a young man, I wanted to change the world. I found it was difficult
to change the world, so I tried to change my nation. When I found I couldn't change the
nation, I began to focus on my town. I couldn't change the town and as an older man, I
tried to change my family.
Now, as an old man, I realize the only thing I can change is myself, and suddenly
I realize that if long ago I had changed myself, I could have made an impact on my
family. My family and I could have made an impact on our town. Their impact could
have changed the nation and I could indeed have changed the world.”
(Unknown Monk, 1100)
Life is a process and change is a constant variable throughout life’s process. A
leader’s ability to understand change, and internalize the importance of wisdom and
knowledge gained throughout the change process is essential to a leader’s ability to enact
sustainable change within his or her sphere of influence. Leadership, however, within a
culture of change is not a straightforward process because it provokes emotions ranging
from fear and panic to risk-taking and excitement. Regardless of the emotions that tend to
accompany change, leadership is necessary, required, and paramount in order to help
people appropriately navigate the change process (Bass & Stogdill, 1990; Fullan, 2001;
Greenleaf & Spears, 2002; Gunter, 2009; Kotter, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2006;
Leithwood & Poplin, 1992; Yuki, 1981). Education is a substantial part of life and
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change is constantly happening within the educational realm; thus effective leadership is
imperative in order to properly respond to the unavoidable friction of change.
No one knows this need for change better than the public school superintendent.
The stakes for leadership within the K-12 arena has risen over the past decade. It has
been noted that standards are to the 1990’s what leadership is to this decade (Fullan,
2003). The Public School Superintendent is the leader of all K-12 leaders and changes are
continuously being forced upon California’s public schools in order to unify a national
education system that is filled with inequitable outcomes for students of color and low
socioeconomics. Additionally, the public school superintendency has continuously
evolved in recent decades, compounding the complexities and pressures traditionally
associated with the position (Howley, Pendarivis, and Gibbs, 2002). Just as the
educational system is in a constant state of flux, the superintendency is constantly
changing in order to respond to and meet the needs of school districts across the diverse
state of California. Most recently, both the superintendency and the principalship have
been characterized as enormously challenging positions (Grogan & Andrews, 2002). As a
result, schools depend on the effectiveness of school superintendents (Hoyle, 1993).
When the world of the superintendents is reviewed, it reveals a complex mix of politics,
finance, instructional leadership, and human resource planning that creates and sustains a
work force dedicated to improving student learning and achievement (Björk & Keedy,
2001; Wells, 2010). As such, implementing change can be a cumbersome task and
analogous to hitting a moving target. Thus, it is imperative to have a leader who is adept
in understanding the importance of change within institutions in order to move districts
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beyond where they are and where they have been, in order to get to the place they are
capable of going.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study is to examine the leadership training gaps of California
Superintendents and the skills for district-wide change that advance student success.
Background
Throughout the last fifty years, a number of changes have occurred in the
educational system that have caused California’s public schools to fall from ‘first to
worst’ (Arendt, 1961; Merrow, 2004). When First to Worst first aired, the Learning
Matters documentary shined light on the educational crisis in California and examined a
number of factors that contributed to a state educational system that regularly and
routinely ranked near the bottom of the United States Education system in many
categories, with the exception of teacher pay. This decline in the Californian educational
system did not happen overnight, and there have been a number of contributing factors
that have led to this steady decline since the 1960’s, which were emphasized in A Nation
at Risk (Gardner, Larsen, Baker, Campbell, & Crosby, 1983). One major area where this
shift has occurred is within the state budget, as finances are often a hindrance in many of
life’s arenas. School leaders are held to a higher standard in 2015 and given fewer
resources to do so (Hargreaves & Fink, 2004; National Association of Secondary School
Principal, 2013). For example, leaders have been given fewer finances and resources to
lead their schools over the past decade, yet they have been expected to raise test scores or
are threatened with having their school taken by the state if and when expectations are

4
not fulfilled. Due to the fact that the state receives federal funding, it was expected that
100% of students would be proficient on state tests by 2014. Yet the state and its leaders
fell far short of that mark. Although the goal was not realistic to begin with, it is but one
example of how leaders are given daunting tasks with limited resources when state
revenue sources are not reliable. For more than decade, the state has invested countless
man-hours and finances into reforming the educational system. While some of the lessons
learned and ideas have been utilized throughout the country, many educational
preparation programs and schools are failing to adequately prepare educators for the tasks
they face once they enter California’s classrooms.
Due to inadequate national and state-wide systematic preparation programs that
leave educational leaders ill-equipped to do their jobs effectively, superintendents burn
out (Brubaker & Coble, 1995; Byrd, Drews, & Johnson, 2006; Maslach, 1976; Renchler,
1992; Sluyter, 1985). In order to better understand school leadership and the impetus for
turnover in the superintendency, it is important to examine many of the changes that have
occurred over time that make a superintendent’s job increasingly challenged to make a
positive impact and lasting change within a school district. Although there have been
numerous and good-willed attempts to reform education for California students, there are
a number of factors, in addition to state and local budgets, which continue to hinder
California educators and leaders from restoring the educational system to the status it
held in the 1960’s.
Since school districts operate from tax payer dollars, it is equally important to
understand the many highs and lows in the California State budget. There are several
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fiscal and political factors at play when examining a budget, especially in a state as large
and complex as California. Since the 1960’s, a number of political movements have
influenced the way in which schools are run, making a superintendent’s job both
unpredictable and challenging. A few of those major movements were: Prop 13, Prop 98,
Prop 30, Prop 2, and Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF). To better understand the
impact on schools, California was 5th in per-pupil spending in 1978 when Prop 13 passed
and is now ranked 49th (Albada, 2010; Oakes, 1986). This is good news for
superintendents willing to accept the position, because when at the bottom, the only
direction you can go is up. However, it takes a lot of skill, effort, and time to steer large
organizations such as school districts, making it difficult to regain primacy in national
educational reform.
Another reason that educational improvements are difficult is because although
Proposition 98 guarantees that 40% of the state budget is dedicated to education, the
unstable growth of the economy and the amount of funding for K-12 education is
unpredictable (LAO, 2005). This creates a conundrum for superintendents charged with
the responsibility of making decisions impacting three-year budget cycles.
Superintendents are not magicians, which makes predicating the future and decisionmaking with inaccurate numbers a difficult task. Although superintendents and districts
have received some reprieve with the passage of propositions such as Prop 30, this
temporary taxation that guarantees an influx of funding for K-12 education until budget
year 2018-2019, is merely a temporary solution to a systemic funding problem.
Proposition 2, also known as the “rainy day fund”, is another temporary solution to
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ensure funding for California schools. Although it sends a fiscally sound message to
superintendents and school districts that setting pots of money aside for unexpected
situations is a good thing, funding allotted to school districts is required to be spent the
year it is allotted since school districts are given per pupil spending. Moreover, the need
for Proposition 2, in addition to the number of propositions passed that impact school and
state finances, demonstrates the fact that California and its voters have not discovered a
pathway to properly and adequately fund its public school system. Without a reliable
source of funding, an educational leader’s job is much more difficult and unpredictable.
One way that the state government has attempted to address the unreliability of
funding is through different funding formulas. The Local Control Funding Formula
(LCFF) was enacted in 2013-2014 and is a new pathway of funding for California school
districts. The LCFF provides additional funding to districts with high populations of
English Learners, low income, foster youth, and other traditionally underserved students
throughout the state (Taylor, 2013). LCFF does not aim to defund higher performing
school districts; rather, it apportions targeted funds to underperforming districts that need
additional resources. The difference between the old and new way of giving local control
to the Local Education Agency (LEA), which is synonymously used for districts or
county offices, is to honor the fact that local leaders and educators know what is best for
their students. The new funding formula is a step in the right direction; however, it leaves
LEA’s and superintendents in a similar position where they are dependent on sales taxes
and California residents’ consumption of goods and services in order to fund its
educational system.
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The housing crisis of 2008 brought with it a number of additional financial
problems to families and neighborhood schools, where household incomes decreased and
the resulting loss in family income affected tax revenue filtering into schools as a result
of a reduction in retail sales. This also greatly impacted the social-emotional well-being
of students filling the seats of schools. Additionally, the social pressures resulting from
blended families and dually-employed parents made school support even more
complicated and district leaders were left with unearthing creative ways to solve societal
problems that had been left unanswered for decades.
Statement of the Problem
Research has not fully addressed the role that superintendents play in instituting
change within school districts. Although there is a plethora of research supporting the
impact that teachers have within classrooms, the impact of leadership on schools is
synonymous with effective classroom management. As such, California not only needs
healthy and thriving classrooms, but successful and culturally relevant schools and
districts. This is necessary because Article IX of the California State Constitution
establishes education as a fundamental right, affirming that knowledge and intelligence
are essential to the preservation of the rights and liberties of its citizens. However, the
U.S fails to graduate 30% of it students (DiMaggio, 1982; Heller, 2013). More
specifically, California fails to graduate 20% of its students, recently raising its
graduation rate to 80% (California Department of Education, 2015). According to Heller
(2013) these numbers are even greater and more alarming for students in urban settings
where 50-70% of students fail to graduate. Although California’s urban graduation rate is

8
better than most states’ urban settings, Figure 1 shows that California’s schools are
graduating far fewer students of color than that of its White and Asian counterparts.
Simply put, there are many gaps existing within California’s educational system.
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Ethnic/
Racial
Designation or
Program
Hispanic or
Latino of Any
Race
American
Indian or
Alaska Native,
Not Hispanic
Asian

Cohort
Graduation
Rate
2013-14

Cohort
Graduation
Rate
2012-13

Graduation
Rate
Difference

Cohort
Dropout
Rate
2013-14

Cohort
Dropout
Rate
2012-13

Dropout
Rate
Difference

76.4

75.7

0.7

14

13.9

0.1

70.1

72.8

-2.7

18.9

17.4

1.5

92.3

91.6

0.7

4.7

4.6

0.1

Pacific
Islander, Not
Hispanic

79.9

78.4

1.5

12.4

14.2

-1.8

Filipino, Not
Hispanic

92.1

91.6

0.5

4.5

4.7

-0.2

African
American, Not
Hispanic

68.1

68.1

0

20.3

19.7

0.6

White, Not
Hispanic

87.4

87.7

-0.3

7.6

7.4

0.2

Two or More
Races, Not
Hispanic

85.4

84.5

0.9

8.4

9.7

-1.3

Not Reported

61.6

46.4

15.2

32

33.7

-1.7

English
Learners

65.3

63.1

2.2

20.9

21.6

-0.7

Migrant
Education

75.8

76.4

-0.6

16.2

14.7

1.5

Special
Education

62.2

61.9

0.3

16

15.5

0.5

Socio
economically
Disadvantaged

75.4

74.8

0.6

14.5

14.5

0

All Students

80.8

80.4

0.4

11.6

11.4

0.2

Figure 1. State Schools Chief Tom Torlakson Reports Record High Graduation Rate.
(California Department of Education, 2015).
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Due to the number of challenges that educational leaders face, leadership is
becoming increasingly challenging in order to make a difference and institute positive
change impacting student learning and ensuring equitable outcomes in district-wide
systems. School districts are broken and many Californians are exploring their
educational options as a result of dysfunctional unions, political pressures to raise test
scores and disproportionate representation of discipline and outcomes for students of
color and low-socioeconomics. Since research suggests that leadership matters, it is
imperative that superintendents set the tone and pace for their principals and other district
leaders in order to change and impact outcomes for all of California’s students. Most
districts promise to educate all children in their mission statements. However, this is not
currently the case for many students left behind despite the No Child Left Behind Act of
2001. Thus, it is imperative that each superintendent encourage change within his or her
sphere of influence in order to make a small dent in California’s public school system and
in order to address the following gaps in education: the achievement gap, the discipline
and equity gap, the funding gap, the teacher gap, and the economic gap. Each of these
gaps contributes to the workload, stress, and demand of the superintendency that sets the
stage for the need to facilitate systemic change.
The Achievement Gap
There is currently an achievement gap that is not only plaguing our nation, but
impacting California students as well. According to Bo (2009), writing an essay
pondering the essence of education, addresses paradoxes existing within education,
resulting in many people filled with knowledge, yet remaining ignorant to the central
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truths of life. Bo (2009) writes at length on how education liberates some people, while it
caging others. This paradox is similar to the question that the United States Government
has struggled to answer for many decades: Why is our educational system educating
some while leaving many behind? In attempt to answer this question, the Government has
made many good-willed attempts to redefine what education looks and sounds like in the
classroom, addressing basic proficiency skills that students should possess before
graduation from high school. However, the journey to answering this question has not
gone without controversy and has already raised doubts and questions during the initial
implementation of Common Core Standards. Many Americans are involved in the
conversation about whether or not the Federal Government is positioned to make such
decisions that might be better addressed at the state and local level, since each state has a
plethora of differing needs.

Figure 2. The Condition of College and Career Readiness. (ACT, 2012).
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In order to ensure that the American educational system is able to meet the
demands of the next decade, it is imperative that policy makers examine the key elements
hindering the academic outcomes of high school and college students across the nation.
Figure 2 shows the disparity that exists in the public school quest to educate all of its
students. The data, however, is clear; nearly half of all American students are going to
college ill-prepared as 4 out of 10 college students are taking remedial courses once
reaching college (The National Center for Educational Statistics, 2011). Figure 2 shows
the disparity existing in all subjects between students of color and low-socioeconomics,
many of who struggle their entire lives to overcome the obstacles they were born into.
The cause for their need to take remedial classes needs to be determined in order to create
effective policies and make decisions regarding the steps that need to be taken to better
prepare students. Do students require remedial classes because of the rigorous demands
of college or do they need remediation because graduation requirements of American
public high schools are below college requirements and misaligned with college entrance
expectations? Regardless of the cause, Alexander (2013) states that data needs to be
examined in order to weigh alternatives so that decisions can be made to improve the
educational system. Superintendents can utilize such data to help inform their decisions,
which in turn, empower them to make bold decisions for their students and change
outcomes for all of their students, not just student groups who have always done well.
The Discipline and Equity Gap
Equity is defined as the level of justice, fairness, and equality that an option can
create for all stakeholders (Guisbond & Neill, 2004; Hanushek, 1989; Noguera, 2001). As
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mentioned above, not all stakeholders are being treated equally in the United States and
more specifically in California’s school systems. According to Skiba, Michael, Nardo, &
Peterson (2002) studies of overrepresentation of low-socioeconomic and students of
color, especially African-American students, is not a new finding. In fact, studies
conducted by the Office of Civil Rights (OCR), which show higher rates of suspension
for African American students has over thirty years of research highlighting similar and
ever-increasing data. It is surprising that there are not studies examining the causes for
why this chasm exists and has persisted over time in education. It is not surprising,
however, that the inverse of student achievement data in Figure 2 is true for discipline
data.
According to Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, (2010) this inverse is referred to as the
other side of the same coin. In other words, the national discourse on racial disparity has
leaned toward academic outcomes rather than the disproportionality that exist between
students of color and their counterparts. More specifically, African American, Hispanic,
and Native American students have been subject to harsher and more severe suspension
and expulsion rates over time when attending American schools (Krezmien, Leone, &
Achilles, 2006; Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, & Bachman, 2008). Although it is unclear
which has more of an impact on the other it is clear that both academics and discipline
have a causal effect on the other. When students are not in class receiving instruction, it is
increasingly more difficult for them to learn and produce positive results on statewide
and national tests.
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The Teaching Gap
In addition to discipline, another reason that this inequity exists within public
schools is due to the lack of good teachers and strong curriculum in low-socioeconomic
schools. Due to unions, teacher tenure, and seniority, the best teachers often reserve their
right to teach the best classes and work in the best schools, leaving inexperienced and
unqualified teachers for some of the nation’s most challenged students and schools. In an
article written on teacher tenure in California, Edwards (2014) described the battle that is
being fought inside and outside the courtroom as it pertains to teacher tenure. In her
article, Edwards uncovered the process that has taken place in order to draft legal theory
on behalf of California’s students, which points to the unconstitutional barriers that
teacher unions provide their members. As a result of such barriers, students are deprived
of an equitable education in low-socioeconomic and underserved communities.
The article described the mission of the Student Matters group and the war that is
being waged on the California Teacher’s Union as a result of tenure and job protections
that no longer serve students in the same way that they initially set out to do. Instead of
retaining quality teachers, tenure obstructs bad teachers from being dismissed. The war
on unions is a necessity, based on student testimonials of teachers sleeping in classrooms,
verbally and emotionally abusing students, and out of control classrooms because of poor
management, unqualified, and inexperienced teachers (Edwards, 2014; Howard, 2003;
Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Thornton, Peltier, & Medina, 2007). With teachers protected by
unions, students are virtually defenseless against poorly managed and instructed
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classrooms. As such, public schools have become the setting of one of the most embattled
and controversial professions in America (Goldstein, 2014).
Although it is easy to fall on either side of the debate depending on the piece of
evidence that one is examining, it is always important to consider all arguments.
According to Hanushek (2011), there are often times when political pressures blind wellintentioned advocates. As such, it is important to thoroughly examine opinions of people
like Hanushek to develop a better understanding of the downfalls of proponents and
opponents of polarizing political policy issues. Measurement is good; however, some
things are difficult to measure (Hanushek, 2011). In regards to testing, better test creation
does not always equate with better results. Similarly, a master’s degree in education does
not necessarily translate into better classroom instruction, classroom management,
relational skills with students, and/or better test scores. Additionally, Hanushek (2011)
points out that teachers are given yearly raises per year of experience and for acquiring
additional degrees, even though there is little evidence that either has an impact on
measurable outcomes. As such, Hanushek (2011) argues that there must be better
accountability systems, better measures of performance that are transparent to tax payers,
and built-in rewards for better performance in schools. Such an assertion can be utilized
for or against teacher tenure; however, Hanushek would fall into the camp of reforming
teacher tenure to benefit students. As Goldstein (2014) points out, the biggest argument
for testing is that it highlights the achievement gaps between student groups. If policy
makers decide to improve accountability systems and offer rewards for teacher
performance, achievement and ability gaps will begin to surface as Hanushek alludes to
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when he notes that not all teachers are the same. Improving testing and accountability
measures will serve to illuminate the fact that some teachers are clearly better than other
teachers.
Although it is easy to see why Governor Brown appealed the Vegara decision
because of his heavily backed campaign by the teacher’s union, it is imperative that as an
elected official, Governor Brown do what is best for all of California’s students in his
second term of office. As Edwards (2014) pointed out in her article, more power must be
given back to school superintendents to better control their workforce. Since Governor
Brown backed a local control funding formula, he should also give more local control as
to how money and staffing is allocated in school districts. If such a leader is unable to
operate a school district on a balanced budget, or is unable to lead with integrity and treat
teachers in a fair and just manner, then that superintendent is not fit to lead. Unions need
to revisit the times in which they were formed and examine how far they are from their
intended goals. Perhaps doing so would allow Governor Brown and other policy makers
to find some common ground in hopes of improving equal opportunity for all California
students.
Additionally, educational leaders face an uphill battle with teacher evaluations.
Evaluations that happen infrequently and in their current unionized format are frustrating
for both teachers and administrators because they have little impact on teachers’
outcomes of employment. Rather, they are a bureaucratic form of exercise that measures
neither excellence nor mediocrity in instructional practices. At best, most teachers are
evaluated every other year and have weeks of notification to prepare a Disneyland lesson
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or presentation. Such a system does not capture an accurate account of what is happening
in the classroom on a daily basis. As a result of this process in its current state,
educational leaders feel as though their hands are tied when it comes to releasing
ineffective teachers. The process of teacher dismissal is so cumbersome that few
principals are willing to take it on, and as a result mediocre teachers remain in the
classroom (Lovely, 2004).
The Funding and Economic Gap
Since the real estate market crash and economic downturn of 2008, the US
economy has been slow to recover, which has had a lasting effect on employment, higher
interest rates, and cutbacks in nearly every area of federal and state spending. One such
area of cutbacks has been in education. This smoldering problem was highlighted by
Gates (2011) in his TED Talk on state budgets and how retirement pensions, healthcare
costs, and other hidden accounting tricks are negatively impacting education. In addition
to the cutbacks in education, the landscape of students who attend California’s schools
have changed. According to the Public Policy Institute of California (2014), nearly three
million students who comprise California’s schools are children who come from
socioeconomically disadvantaged households. Due to the fact that increased spending is
often linked to higher standardized test scores, and based on the current state of
California’s educational system, it is imperative that more money is dedicated and
earmarked to better prepare children for their future since they are also the future of
California and the nation (Birnbaum & Shushok, 2001; Frohlich, 2014; Noguera, 2003).
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In order to get a better idea of just how much California has digressed over the
years, it is important to look at how much other states devote to their educational
systems. According to Frohlich (2014), Utah spends the least amount of money each
year, spending $6,206 for every student. At the opposite end of the spectrum, New York
spends the largest sum of money each year, dedicating $19,522 for every student
attending their schools. This is a large variance in educational spending of almost
$13,000 across states, all of which have differing needs. According to Frohlich (2014)
many of the eastern and more rural states devote higher amounts of money per pupil in
order to factor higher cost for resources such as transportation. Even when considering
the average amount of $10,608, California is still thousands of dollars below the national
average. Considering how many students make up California’s public school system, this
makes Californian superintendents’ jobs all the more challenging since there are fewer
students and more money per pupil in other states.
Although money is an important variable as to how students are educated, there
are additional contributing factors that make a superintendent’s job and the mission of
educating California’s scholars a gargantuan task. One example of such a compounding
problem is the amount of money spent on incarcerating inmates each year. According to
Taylor (2013), California spends $48,900 to feed and house individuals who have a
proven track record of not being able to follow rules. This figure is merely $40,000
higher than the amount Californians are willing to pay towards educating their youth who
still have a fighting chance of productively contributing to the economy through their
education and service to the community. In other words, California is currently spending
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four times as much money reactively each year rather than proactively educating
students. As a result, many Californian students are growing up without mothers and
fathers because the State is doing an adequate job incarcerating its adults rather than an
excellent job educating its youth. Expectantly, many students of incarcerated parents
often repeat the cycle of their parents and grow up in low-socioeconomic communities
and schools that need more funding than other schools still affected by Proposition 13.
While some California communities have done a better job weathering the storm of Prop
13, other communities have not. Merrow (2004) highlighted one of the weathering
communities in Orinda, California, which was able to raise a million dollars to
supplement per pupil spending. This community, however, is an outlier, while many
school districts in California can barely provide a basic education for its students. This
below average per pupil funding is a problematic challenge for superintendents when
considering the fact that one quarter of the students who comprise California’s schools
are not native English speakers (PPIC, 2014).
As a result of the diversity that makes California a great place to live, additional
funds must be devoted to its schools to combat the issues that accompany diversity. One
way to do this is to make cuts in other areas of the state budget. One such item is in
correctional personnel. Additionally, since correctional personnel consume half of its
budget, a teacher should be hired for every correctional officer that is eliminated. Since
health care cost for prisoners is the second largest cost, the state can take care of the
essentials and make it less comfortable for prisoners so that inmate recidivism drops.
More money needs to be spent at the beginning of students’ lives to keep them from
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going to prison. In order to achieve something that one values, it is important to be
disciplined about how one spends their money. Likewise, the California Government
must make changes in the budget reflecting the principle that education matters.
According to the California State Department of Education (1960), California’s
original plan for Higher Education was a 15 year plan that projected the things that
needed to take place from 1960-1975 in order to meet the demands of the probable
workforce. Since that time, the internet has taken over not just the State, but the world.
Demographics of the State have drastically changed, and the economic landscape has
experienced numerous ups and downs. Where once there was a strong middle class, the
gap in communities between rich and poor has increased as the economic landscape has
changed, as documented by Merrow (2004) in First to Worse. This worsening effect is
prevalent in the groups of students that are experiencing success in high school, the
students who are going to college, and the need for remediation (NCES, 2011) that takes
place once students enter college. When a plan is not working, changes need to be made
in order to help the plan get back on track. In the section on the cost of higher education,
the CSDE (1960) points out the necessity of counting the cost as an important
consideration that must be weighed when making decisions about the State’s future. This
failure to accurately consider the cost of California’s future was highlight by the Little
Hoover Commission (2013) who found that California has still not developed an overall
strategy for attaining the goals which it has set. Even more concerning, the LHC (2013)
found that California is projected to face a shortfall by 2025 of a million students who
will need to obtain four-year and two-year degrees and will be needed to meet the
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demands of the State’s workforce requirements. As such, it is important for
superintendents to actively engage the data in order to better educate Californians in
regards to the implications of failing to effectively educate the students who are expected
to meet the future work demands of California.
Nature of the Study
Throughout a superintendent’s career, a number of challenges, successes, and
personal experiences help shape his or her leadership abilities. Although there is a
traditional pathway to the superintendency (i.e. teacher, lead teacher or department chair,
vice principal, principal, program specialist, director, associate superintendent, and
superintendent) each superintendent’s personal life experience and institutional workrelated experience are different. Each set of circumstances help to shape superintendents
and their style of leadership. A superintendent has to be cutting edge and political and it
is therefore crucial that they are able to make connections throughout the process and are
able to connect with the people they lead (Bjork & Gurley, 2005; Gladwell, 2006). Thus,
this study will specifically examine leadership skills and behaviors based on the
competency level of each superintendent surveyed. More specifically, the leadership
skills that will be examined are the skills necessary to initiate, implement, and sustain
institutional change. Additionally, superintendents will be given the chance to discuss
opportunities they have had throughout their career, that have contributed towards their
development and preparation for the position of superintendent and the leadership
qualities they have had to assimilate in order to feel prepared to do the job successfully.
Superintendents will also have the opportunity to share what they feel best prepared
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them, in addition to the areas that they could have used additional training prior to
ascending to the superintendency. In order to better prepare future leaders to take their
position, superintendents will offer recommendations to future superintendents based on
their personal experience. Finally, superintendents will offer their involvement, their
competency level, and their overall general understanding of district-wide change.
One element of this study will examine perceptions of superintendents and the
factors they consider uppermost when implementing change within their school district.
The study will use the data from the surveys in order to generate questions for
superintendents and the data will be triangulated in order to answer each research
question. The methodology will be discussed further and in more depth in Chapter 3.
Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks
Theory should always inform practice just as practice and reflection should
always inform theory. In many organizations, such as education, there is a gap between
the two. Bess and Dee (2012) define a theory as a lens for understanding or predicting a
set of concepts that show a relationship and create a framework for understanding.
Bolman & Deal (2008) add that the uses of multiple perspectives are necessary in order
to better develop a holistic picture of complex systems. Nevarez & Wood (2010) suggests
that the experiential knowledge of leaders is highly valuable, but it is enhanced by the
knowledge of theory. Thus, this study utilizes multiple theoretical concepts in order to
frame this study.
The theoretical framework in Figure 3 visually displays the concepts and theories
that are discussed further and reviewed in Chapter 2. Each framework helps ground the
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study by using a multi-lensed approach. Once data is collected, the theoretical framework
is used to help analyze the findings. If a leader is to be transformational and an influencer
of change, then he or she must work each day to hone and build on skills that are deferred
and used later at some point in time in order to better the educational community that he
or she leads. Since training and preparation are crucial to equipping leaders to do a job
well, leaders must go into education with the mindset that every encounter and
experience has a purpose. One must understand that they are constantly constructing new
knowledge and using old meaning as a way to process new knowledge (Bodner, 1986;
Granott, 1993; Puntambekar, 2006; Wells, 2007). Leaders should obtain as much
education as possible in order to better understand the varyious leadership styles that will
help them engage their stakeholders in order to lead change that bring about student
success.
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Figure 3. K-12 Adaptive Change Model
When engaging change, there are always obstacles and it takes time to create a
vision, build relationships, allow for change to occur, in addition to monitoring and
encouraging stakeholders throughout the process in order to embed change within the
school or district culture. As such, it is important that leaders are aware of internal and
external factors that may hinder the change process. Additionally, leaders must have a
vision, possess an ability to articulate their vision, build relationships in order to garner
trust and support, allow for time so that change can set in and unfold, all while
monitoring each step of the process and encouraging and motivating followers (Fullan,
2007; Kotter, 1995; Nevarez, 2015).
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Operational Definitions
Change Agent: A leader who tends to focus on innovation and creation of new things
(Kezar, 2013).
Conflict Resolution: The avoidance of conflict by reducing, eliminating, or terminating
conflict (Afzalur Rahim, 2002).
Conflict Management: The acquisition of strategies to help minimize the dysfunctions
of conflict in order to embrace the constructive functions of conflict, while enhancing
learning and overall organizational effectiveness (Afzalur Rahim, 2002).
Constructivism: There is no knowledge independent of the meaning attributed to
experience (constructed) by the learner, or community of learners.
Influence: Productive leadership; the capacity to have an effect on the character,
development, or behavior of someone or something, or the effect itself.
Institutional Theory: Institutional theory is an adaptive process focusing on the deeper
aspects of social structure. It also serves as the processes by which structures are
established as the suggested guidelines for social behavior within institutions (Scott,
2004).
Life Experience: Knowledge or practical wisdom gained from what one has observed,
encountered, or undergone.
Organizational Change: Bringing positive outcomes for the overall organization (Kezar,
2013).
Systems Theory: Systems, or subsystems, are by very definition composed of
interrelated parts. Separating the parts from the whole reduces the overall effectiveness of
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an organization (Kast and Rosenzweig, 1972; Kuk, Banning, & Amey, 2012; Von
Bertalanffy, 1968).
Transformational Leadership: A leader’s ability to guide and encourage followers to
meet expectations while increasing the motivations, morality, and shared meaning of
institutional affiliates, by which achievements beyond expectations is reached (Nevarez,
Wood & Penrose, 2013)
Work Experience: Any experience that a person gains while working in a specific field
or occupation.
Assumptions and Limitations
Many superintendents are effective, while others are ineffective. Both have either
a positive or negative impact on the schools and districts they lead. Superintendents are
extremely busy, and may not see the benefit of participating in a 15-20 minute survey.
Additionally, the superintendents in this study are self-selected for personal interviews.
Since education is very political, superintendents may not be 100% forthright with the
information they share. They may withhold information in order to keep up appearances.
The data collected from superintendents will look at gender, ethnicity, and age, in order
to address the politics and barriers that must be hurdled in order to become a
superintendent. Superintendents will also give insight as to whether or not there is a
difference in how certain superintendents institute change in their districts. Each hurdle is
an experience that must be recorded because it adds a level of experience that can only be
gained through lived and work experiences. Effective superintendents can only go as far
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as their board allows them to do go, so board relationships and solidarity is crucial in
order to maintain a position long enough to implement institutional change.
Significance of the Study
According to Miller, Salsberry, and Devin (2009) in a study on the power and role
of superintendents, they suggested a surprising finding where superintendents repeatedly
referred to experiences acquired prior to assuming the superintendency that shaped their
beliefs and actions and often had a direct impact upon their future actions. Additional
findings from this study on power and the role of the superintendency, point to the need
for future studies of superintendents' actions that reflect changes in the work environment
since the initiation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001. How these changes impact
the way in which superintendents lead will give insight for how ascending leaders need to
be prepared for their role as superintendent. This study can also be used to inform
policymakers in states other than California, of the need for more educational doctorate
programs that aim to specifically prepare superintendents for leading K-12 public
education.
This study will look at how superintendents institute change within their sphere of
influence as well as how superintendents were prepared and how they utilized their
preparation to institute district-wide institutional change. This study will also examine
how superintendents prepare other leaders within the schools which they are charged with
leading. Although there is a plethora of research regarding superintendents, an
unexpected finding in one study was the extent to which experiences shaped beliefs and
actions of superintendents acquired prior to assuming the superintendency appeared often
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within focus group conversations and appeared to have a direct impact upon their later
actions. Further research is warranted to determine how pre-existing beliefs and
preparation influence superintendents' use of power and leadership in order to enact
change after they move into the superintendency.
The findings from this study point to the need for future studies of
superintendents' actions, which reflect changes in the work environment since the
initiation of NCLB. Although studies identify characteristics of superintendents, none of
them examine how past experience, both work and lived experience, and values shape the
daily decisions superintendents make as they lead school districts. Not only are leaders
born with certain natural abilities, but many are formed and honed as life is lived and
personal and job-training experiences shape each individual. This study will examine
each superintendent’s perception of leadership, preparation for the superintendency, and
their ability to enact change in school districts throughout California throughout their
tenure as a superintendent.
Research Questions
Research Question 1: What is the leadership nature of the superintendency in
advancing student success?
Research Question 2: What are the existing training gaps in preparing qualified
superintendents?
Research Question 3: What are the skills necessary for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional district-wide change?
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Conclusion
In light of the current state of education, superintendents have an obligation to use
their experience, talents, and abilities to implement as much change as possible
throughout their tenure. The following study will identify the personal characteristics and
institutional experiences of superintendents and the role that they play in school and
institutional change. This study is comprised of five chapters. Chapter 1 provides an
introduction, background of the problem being studied, a theoretical framework,
operational definitions, assumptions and limitations, and the significance of the study.
Chapter 2 will further examine research that relates to the life and work experiences that
contribute to change within public school districts. Chapter 3 will discuss the mixmethods research design, research questions, instrumentation, data-analysis, description
and collection of data, ensuring reliability and protection of collected data. Chapter 4 will
discuss the findings related to research tools and data analysis. Chapter 5 will summarize
interpretation of findings, relate the findings to a larger body of literature, and make
recommendations for K-12 leadership, policy, and additional research.
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Chapter 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
Chapter 1 presented an overview of the researcher’s study on leadership and a
superintendent’s ability to utilize experience and preparation in order to enact
transformational change on a school district. This chapter further explores the current
research and serves as the foundation for this study. Throughout this chapter, gaps in the
research are highlighted and addressed in order to demonstrate how this study adds to the
current body of research. School effectiveness and improvement research suggests that
leadership plays a key role in ensuring the vitality and growth of schools. Yet, there is
growing awareness that public school leaders are not leading in a way that enables
districts to respond to the increasing demands they face under standards-based reforms
(Elmore, 2000). Thus, this chapter will highlight the literature that is represented in
Figure 4 and point to some of the challenges that inhibit educational leaders from
implementing district-wide systematic change. This chapter also addresses the necessary
leadership skills and abilities which are developed in personal and work-related settings,
in addition to the experiences necessary to prepare leaders to become an agent of change
within their sphere of influence. Finally, this chapter explores the importance of
community partnerships and theories that assist district leaders in framing information in
a way that helps them make decisions in order to facilitate change. Throughout the
process, educators constantly build upon and construct new knowledge, while conflict is
a consistent challenge to the leaders as the status quo is confronted.
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Figure 4- Concepts Necessary for K-12 Districtwide Change
Leadership
As the primary leader of a school district, a superintendent’s job is to guarantee
that every child receives a free and appropriate public education. Fittingly, every
educational institution has it in their mission statement that they strive to educate all of
their students. According to Blankstein (2004) there are six principles that should guide
schools and districts when serving and educating their students. The first principle that
schools should consider is to build a professional learning community with a common
mission, vision, values, and goals. According to DuFour (2004) the professional learning

32
community (PLC) model is one way for superintendents to avoid the ‘this too shall pass’
mantra that has accompanied many educational reform movements.
The second principle that school leaders should consider when educating their
students is to ensure achievement for all students through prevention and intervention
(Blankstein, 2004). When superintendents utilize the PLC model, they ensure that
educational leaders who work beneath them monitor student achievement and are focused
on students’ learning. This is often done through a repetitious cycle of intervention where
data is used to drive instruction. Leaders at school sites can often create a culture of
collaboration by expecting common pacing guides, constant checks for understanding
(both formative and summative assessments), common assessments that can help
individuals as well as teams of teachers analyze student data, identify students’ strengths
and weaknesses, reteach areas of weakness, reanalyze data, and celebrate student
learning. Superintendents can support school leaders by placing an emphasis on teaching
and learning, providing the resources to continue cycles of inquiries.
Thirdly, collaborative teaming, which focuses on teaching and learning, is another
principle that can support students’ learning (Blankstein, 2004). Ultimately, this job falls
on the plate of the superintendent in order to ensure that district leaders create a culture of
collaboration within their individual schools. However, this only happens when it is not a
suggestion and time is set aside to plan and focus on student learning. When teachers
focus on student achievement data, the larger task at hand creates an environment where
educators must work together to achieve the collective purpose of learning for all. When
superintendents utilize the PLC model, they ensure that educational leaders focus on
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student learning by analyzing data, creating a culture of collaboration, and focusing on
results, hard work, and commitment (DuFour, 2004). This work does not happen in
isolation or by accident.
Educational leaders can focus and equip their schools by utilizing the fourth
principle of educating their students: data-guided decision making (Blankstein, 2004;
DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2004; DuFour, & DuFour, 2013). Data is information, and
thus it helps make targeted and informed decisions. Superintendents who lead by utilizing
such principles are better poised to make district-wide changes because they utilize data
and engage stakeholders throughout the process. According to DuFour (2004), schools
usually suffer from DRIP, data rich and information poor. Thus, it is important for
superintendents to hire teammates who understand technology and data in order to make
sense of the data and help inform and drive the decisions that are made. It is not only
imperative to have teammates who know how to make sense of the data, but
superintendents can also support their principals by hiring coaches who can effectively
coach teachers and principals to make data-rich decisions when leading their schools.
An additional resource that leaders can utilize when educating and serving their
students is to engage the family and local community (Blankstein, 2004). Macfarlane
(2004) notes that family and community engagement can help educators better
understand students and the gaps that exist between parents, students, and teachers. One
gap that exists in education is in the area of discipline. If students are sent out of the
classroom, they miss instructional minutes that are very difficult to recover. Thus, parents
provide a unique insight into their children that can help inform how a teacher interacts
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with and educates their child. For example, if a child has a habit of displaying negative
behaviors and the student is showing signs of frustration or anger before school even
starts, the parent of that student could send his or her child’s teachers an email to
preemptively warn teachers that they may need to engage that student in a different
manner on that particular day. Parents and teachers both play an important role in a
child’s life, so it is important that they work together to best educate every student.
Finally, Blankstein (2004) suggests that the sixth principle for guiding and
equipping schools and districts is to build a sustainable capacity for leadership.
According to Nevarez & Wood (2010) this is done best when individuals meet the needs
of the organization, fulfill their contractual obligations, and go beyond the call of duty. A
superintendent who creates such an environment, allows leaders to feel needed and a part
of something bigger than themselves. According to Myung & Horng (2011) every teacher
should, in theory, have the same opportunity of leadership mobility within a district as
long as they obtain an administrative credential. Turner (1960) identified two different
approaches to occupational mobility, one being contest mobility where each teacher or
leader has the ability to attain a higher position through fair and open procedures based
upon their own merit. This is very similar to the workings of K-12 districts because there
are many human resource procedures in place which ensure that processes and
procedures are in order to give every employee a fair shot at upward mobility. Turner
(1960) also identified sponsored mobility, which gets its name from being on the fast
track of leadership because teachers and leaders are ‘sponsored’ by their supervisors.
This is the upward mobility that many districts utilize because many principals prepare
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and mentor the leaders on their team. According to Myung & Horng (2011) schools with
layers of leadership opportunities, may encompass multiple actions for sponsorship
because a vice principal, principal, coach and other district personnel could all identify
the same teacher to ‘sponsor’ and encourage the pursuit of school administrative
leadership.
Research by Kouzes and Posner (2007) suggests that the exploration of leadership
only articulates half of the story because it focuses only on leaders and not followers as
well. Instead, leadership depends much more on the followers’ perceptions of their leader
than on the leaders’ actual abilities (Kouzes & Posner, 2007). In order for leaders to
establish and build credibility with their followers, it is imperative for leaders to have an
awareness, understanding, and utilization of five fundamental practices: Challenge the
process, inspire a shared vision, enable others to act, model the way, and encourage the
heart (Kouzes & Posner, 2007). By challenging the process, a superintendent is never
comfortable or satisfied with the status quo and is willing to challenge anyone in the
district, including board members, who are unwilling to let go of sacred cows. When
inspiring a shared vision, superintendents demonstrate their ability to communicate
effectively and build cohesion by focusing on the commonalities of all stakeholders.
Superintendents who enable others to act in their stead, check their egos at the door in
order to build trust with people by establishing a collaborative culture of shared work.
This is accomplished when superintendents model the way, are visible, and lead by
example, creating a culture where goals are measureable and achievable, and small
victories are celebrated by all because of the culture modeled by the superintendent.
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Finally, when goals are not met, effective leaders are able to encourage the heart with
words of affirmation and a refocus on the vision and goals shared by all. The best leaders
are able to nurture a team spirit in order to encourage sustained efforts towards the goal
(Cokley, 2000; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Kouzes & Posner, 2007).
These five fundamental practices are at the heart of what it means to effectively
navigate the superintendency, and yet they are difficult to implement when a
superintendent’s values seem to go against the accepted norm of the community in which
they serve. According to Kidder (2008) a conflict of values comes with the turf and
worrying about the conflicting interests is what it means to be a superintendent.
Furthermore, one superintendent added, "The reason you would be in that role is to
address that tension” (Kidder, 2008, p. 10). Superintendents who are attempting to
challenge the process rarely successfully do so without coming up against opposition. For
example, with the expansion of technology, Common Core State Standards
implementation, media structures and evolving testing formatting and implementation,
superintendents constantly face a barrage of opinions and values that oppose the ways
schools should or ought to be operated. To that end, another superintendent added, "The
most important ability of a school superintendent is to be able to separate, in terms of
ethics, one's personal preferences from the organizational objectives" (Kidder, 2008).
This is important because all sorts of people with different sets of beliefs comprise the
superintendency and they must be able to code switch in order to preserve the five
fundamental practices of leading a school district.
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Leadership is a universal phenomenon that spans almost every occupation. People
who lead organizations make hundreds of decisions every day. Some decisions are right,
while others are flawed and bad for organizations. Some of these poor decisions are made
because superintendents are unable to code switch and differentiate between what is best
for their personal interest versus what is best for students and for the school district.
Regardless, every decision that is made helps define and shape the organization.
However, leadership is a process that involves time. According to Maxwell
(2007) becoming a leader is like investing in the stock market because there are no
successful ‘day traders’. In other words, in order to become a successful leader, it is
imperative that a leader be involved throughout the process and in it for the long haul.
Additionally, many studies on the superintendency vary on the tenure of
superintendents (Byrd, Drews, & Johnson, 2006; Juenke, 2005; Natkin, Cooper,
Alborano, Padilla, & Ghosh, 2003; Yee & Cuban, 1996). In a number of studies,
superintendent tenure ranges from 2.33 years to 7.25 years as each study differs in length
of time (Natkin, Cooper, Alborano, Padilla, and Ghosh, 2003). Although the length of a
superintendent’s time in the position differs from study to study, it is important that a
leader carry out his or her vision for a school district so that stakeholders can count on
stability, as the actualization of a vision takes time to implement. Without a vision or a
leader who is in position long enough for a vision to take root, it is increasingly more
difficult for lasting change to occur. It is thus important for superintendents to make their
vision known so that should turnover occur, a leader within the pipeline of leadership is
able to step in and continue the efforts of the previous leaders.

38
Thus, it is extremely important that superintendents continue to build the capacity
of leaders within their sphere of influence. Leaders can do this by thinking flexibly and
seeing their organizations from multiple angles, which will enable them to deal with the
full range of issues they will inevitably encounter (Bolman and Deal, 2008). Reframing
issues affords leaders the ability to filter the vast array of information that they encounter
on daily basis through multiple lenses. Such ability allows leaders to develop alternative
diagnosis and strategies beforehand, during, and after decisions are made (Bolman and
Deal, 2008; Hallinger, 2003; Townsend, 2007). Since superintendents face multi-layered
challenges and stakeholders each day, the ability to reframe information so that they are
able to capture a comprehensive picture of what is going on and better prepare for the
decisions that need to be made is critical (Bolman and Deal, 2008). Unless leaders are
continuously informing and building the capacity of their leaders it is much more difficult
to reframe information so that a comprehensive picture of a superintendent’s vision can
be realized to bring about change within a district.
Superintendent Preparation
How leaders are prepared is an ever changing debate. However, few would argue
that preparing leaders to be impactful in their jobs so that they can maneuver the many
layers that come with the position, with an end result of bringing about institutional
change, is not a worthwhile investment. According to Wehling (2007) all educational
leaders must be equally prepared to meet the challenge that is necessary to provide all
children with equal access to a high-quality, world class education. Such training and
preparation is necessary because superintendents are often unprepared to perform the
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primary function of promoting an effective learning environment because of their
inexperience and prior training, or because the expectations placed on superintendents is
too abundant (Devano & Price, 2012). Although it is not a direct correlation, it is
important to consider the fact that superintendents are currently entering the position later
in their career (average age of 55) which is higher than the average age in 2000, which
was 51, in just six years’ time (University Council for Educational Administration, 2009).
Furthermore, 4 in 10 superintendents plan to retire by the end of the decade, which
suggests that there will be a need for more superintendents who need to be ready and
prepared to take over the superintendency (UCEA, 2009). According to the UCEA (2009)
preparation for the role primarily comes from a master’s degree in educational
administration (80% of superintendents have master’s degrees), which is a degree that
typically is required for a principalship and was likely completed years before obtaining a
superintendent position. Additionally, research suggests that close to 10% of
superintendents in 2006 came from other positions which include non-educational
positions (UCEA, 2009). This is an important consideration because superintendents are
responsible for ensuring the educational obtainment of students. Without proper training
or a proper framework of how students should be educated, it is more difficult for
superintendents to hold leaders who oversee such programs accountable. In addition to
hiring leaders from outside of the field of education, findings suggest that there is a
shortage of qualified candidates not only because of the way in which schools are
operated, but also because of four additional factors: a) The nature of the job. The job of
a superintendent is a difficult because it has shifted so much over the last century and
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since the inception of the position. According to Kowalski (2005) the superintendency
began with a focus on scholarship, implementation of state curricula, and the supervision
of teachers. Over time, the role has shifted to a manager, a democratic leader, an applied
social scientist, and a communicator of districts. b) Insufficient salary to warrant the risks
and personal time to assume the position. Although superintendents’ salary ranges from
$120,000-$180,000, they work 60-80 hours a week. Such time commitments to one
school, let alone a cadre of schools, can be taxing on both a person and his or her family.
c) Lack of mobility of candidates to accept jobs that are open. Although there may be
jobs that are open, a superintendent may not be willing to commute, considering the time
commitments required of a superintendent. And d) the stress of meeting state benchmarks
to remain accredited in an era of high-stakes testing and accountability (Grogan &
Andrews, 2002). This level of stress may explain the higher turnover rates in urban
districts since the stress and pressures from board members who expect higher
achievement scores in the midst of increased challenges causes superintendents to leave
or be asked to leave due to insufficient progress.
According to Wehling (2007) educational leadership preparation is an integral
part of a new system for the American public educational system that will be needed to
provide students with equal access to a high-quality, globally competitive education. This
will be accomplished and more attainable by better preparing superintendents for their
role so that they might better lead school districts in educating their students. According
to Wehling (2007) one way to accomplish this goal is to create new leadership
preparation programs that do more than award licenses or degrees in educational
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leadership. Program must instill within all educational leaders the significance of
embracing and modeling the practice of lifelong learning (Augustine-Shaw & Funk,
2013). According to Cunningham (1985) superintendents as chief executives, must model
and continue to lead the way through teaching.
Effective Approaches
School effectiveness research suggests that leaders play an instrumental role in
ensuring the growth of students, staff, and schools. All of a leader’s responsibilities are
important, but a positive culture is a necessity (Engels, Hotton, Devos, Bouckenooghe, &
Aelterman, 2008; Habegger, 2008; Peterson & Deal, 1998). Leithwood, Seashore,
Anderson, & Wahlstrom (2004) note how the involvement of leaders’ decision making
abilities shape school cultures, instructional programs, and classroom conditions. Kardos,
Johnson, Peske, Kauffman, & Liu, (2001) suggest that the extent to which a school leader
organizes and supports staff is a crucial factor when considering teacher retention. When
addressing each of the challenges that a superintendent faces, it is imperative for district
leaders to be cognizant of the fact that their upbringing and sphere of influence
dramatically impacts the way in which they view the world. It is also important to
acknowledge that good is the enemy of great (Collins, 2001). There are a number of good
initiatives and efforts that stop just short of great and they are hard to reproduce in the
educational setting where not everything transfers from school to school due to the
difference in schools and district cultures. Bess and Dee (2008) suggest that solutions that
were successful elsewhere cannot simply be adopted, nor can they be expected to work as
they did before. Thus, the lens from which a leader presents a message is inescapably
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influenced by their personal values, culture, beliefs, and childhood upbringing. Likewise,
the way in which an audience receives a message is also impacted by their values,
culture, beliefs, and world view; so how a leader communicates in order to establish a
culture is paramount. According to DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker (2008) the culture of the
organization is made up of the assumptions, beliefs, values, expectations, and habits that
constitute the norm of an organization. A leader helps to shape the culture of an
organization and can set the tone for a district and individual schools that might otherwise
struggle without higher guidance and directives. Schein (1992) suggests that cultures are
so powerful, that some educational leaders are unable to step outside of their beliefs and
traditions to examine their own practices because of the power exerted on peoples’
thoughts, feelings, and actions within a culture.
Within a culture, effective school leaders support teachers. They create
opportunities for collaboration and build a culture of trust. Effective leaders create high
expectations for adults and students alike. Effective leaders establish a culture of learning
(DuFour, 2004; Habegger, 2008; Peterson & Deal, 1998). Education is difficult, and it is
very easy to get lost in the abyss of all that has to get done on a school campus. Thus, an
effective leader constantly brings teachers back to the focus of ensuring that students are
learning. One way to ensure that students are learning is for leaders to create a culture of
collaboration (DuFour, 2004). It is difficult to focus on student learning if educators are
not focused, discussing, and collaborating around student learning. This focus and
determination establishes a built-in accountability mechanism that causes leaders to focus
on results (DuFour, 2004). It is difficult to measure students’ growth and learning without

43
a leaders’ emphasis on achieving results. The best educational leaders create a culture of
learning, collaboration, and results by anticipating, providing, and allocating the
necessary resources to support the development of staff and students. Without such a
focus, it is much more difficult for leaders to bring about change within a larger context
of a district since many schools comprise a district. When change does not occur over
long periods of time, teachers and employees lose heart and focus, frustrations set in, and
problems are almost guaranteed to ensue.
Such issues and problems which leaders face within the educational arena are
growing more complex as society continues to evolve at ever increasing speeds. More
specifically, many superintendents agree that the current issues facing schools are similar
to those confronted in years past, but the size and complexity of these same issues occurs
on a much greater scale (Orr, 2002). As such, it is no longer palatable to allow schools to
operate in the isolation that exists within most schools, where there is a ceiling effect on
what people learn and change is avoided at all cost (Wells, 2010). America can no longer
wait for one program to change, or one school district, or one school building, and then
have others slowly react to this change over time (McQuillan & Muncey, 1994; Wehling,
2007). It is only through education that California will experience the economic growth
and informed citizenship that is required to effectively compete in the world throughout
the remainder of the 21st century (Barro, 2001; Wehling, 2007). Leadership itself must be
re-conceptualized under a new system of change where the American public educational
system is willing to examine past and current practices in order to improve future
educational practices (Wehling, 2007). According to the Institute for Educational
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Leadership (2000) the roles of principals, superintendents, and other educational leaders
have already expanded over the past decade to include a larger focus on teaching and
learning, professional development, data-driven decision making, and accountability.
Although this list seems small and simple, the actual implementation of each item that
superintendents must focus on and are responsible for, in developing the people beneath
him or her, is a daunting task. Additionally, companies that are developing the next
generation of leaders believe that today's need is for change-agent leaders who adopt a
shared leadership approach by building teams of leaders and leaders who lead teams
(Conger & Benjamin, 1999). As such, superintendents must have the understanding of
how to get the ‘right people on the bus’ in order to build a team of leaders who are skilled
in doing their jobs effectively in order to bring about more change (Collins, 2001).
According to Wehling (2007) it is not easy to both change organizations quickly while
using a shared leadership model at once, thus, it is imperative that the way in which
superintendents and leaders are prepared is better understood in order to grasp the
complexity of the superintendcy.
Administrative Tenure
As a result of the complexity of the superintendency in particular, and
administration in general, administrators burn out. Today's principals and superintendents
must “have a sense of urgency, balanced by the patience to sustain a school for the long
haul. They must focus on the future, but remain grounded in today. They must see the big
picture, while maintaining a close eye on the details. And they must be strong leaders
who give away power to others” (DuFour, 1999, p. 12). Although teachers are the
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number one indicator of a student’s academic success, educational leaders and effective
administrators greatly impact the overall environment of a school setting (Waters &
Marzano 2006). If this is the case for principals at a school site, the implications for
superintendents who oversee an entire district of schools and administrative leaders must
be even greater. If a principal’s leadership plays a crucial role in the overall success and
effectiveness of a school, then a superintendent’s leadership should have the same or
similar impact on a school district. Unfortunately, two-thirds of superintendents in 30 of
California’s largest school districts have occupied their position for three years or less.
According to a study, ten had been superintendents for less than a year and only three had
occupied their positions for more than five years (National School Boards Association,
2002). It is thus suggested that the abovementioned practical and political factors play a
role in teacher, principal, and superintendent turnover. The job is difficult and filled with
numerous obstacles and the number of obstacles increases and intensifies as an
educational leader travels the pathway to the superintendency.
School leaders have a drastic impact on their schools. However, school leadership
varies across the state, from district to district, and even within the same district.
Similarly, a superintendent can have a dramatic impact on an entire district and a
superintendent’s impact varies from district to district. Perhaps this is one reason why
Bennett, Finn, and Cribb (1999) referred to district leaders who work outside of the
classroom (e.g. superintendents, district office staff, and local school board members), as
‘the blob’ of education because they soak up district resources and oppose reform.
Although research by Waters and Marzano (2006) acknowledges that there are a number
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of superintendents who have little impact on students, their research suggests that when
superintendents focus on specific responsibilities, they can have a profound impact on
change within a district. Also, the instability of a superintendent can contribute to the lack
of students’ achievement (Whittle, 2005). See Figure 6 and Figure 7 below to compare
the difference in stability of CEOs versus the instability of school district leaders.
Although there is not a direct correlation between the two, Whittle (2005) posits that a
greater increase in student performance and achievement would be enhanced if
superintendents’ tenures mirrored that of CEOs. This is also supported by research that
suggests there is a positive relationship between achievement and district-level leadership
when leaders focus on the ‘right work’ in the ‘right way’ (Waters and Marzano, 2006).
Identifying the ‘right work’ and the way in which a superintendent utilizes district
resources to go about achieving district initiatives, varies from district to district and thus
makes success difficult to reproduce in education if tenures are too short. As such, it is
imperative to look at each superintendent’s pathway to the superintendency in order to
identify the experiences that most effectively equipped him or her to institute change. A
superintendent’s tenure should also be examined to evaluate whether or not a
superintendent was able to experience and see the changes they instituted or if the
bureaucratic elements of a school district got to them before their tenure ended. As
depicted in Figure 5 below, superintendent turnover in urban districts is very unstable and
compared with the stability of CEO’s of major corporations in Figure 6. This is an
interesting comparison when considering how much change has occurred within the
major corporations listed below. For example, the change that has occurred over the last
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twenty years at Dell and Microsoft has had a dramatic impact on our world. Perhaps the
student product that is put out into society would have a similar impact that corporations
have if there was not the amount of change that is occurring in Figure 5.
City

Number of superintendents in past 20 years

Kansas City

14

Average tenure in
years
1.4

Washington, D.C.

9

2.2

New York City

8

2.5

Figure 5. Superintendent stability in selected urban districts (Whittle, 2005)
Company

Number of CEOs in past 20 years

General Electric

2

Average tenure in
years
11

Federal Express

1

35

Microsoft*

1

30

Dell**

1

21

* Bill Gates stepped down as CEO of Microsoft in 2000. Steve Ballmer now serves as
Microsoft’s CEO.
** Michael Dell stepped down as Dell’s CEO in 2004. Kevin Rollins now serves as
Dell’s CEO.
Figure 6. CEO stability in selected corporations (Whittle, 2005)

University Preparation
Due to the fact that so many superintendents burnout and there is a high turnover
rate within administration and the superintendency, universities play an important role in
preparing future administrative leaders. How leaders are prepared is essential to ensuring
that leaders have the proper training and tools necessary to facilitate change within and
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across schools and districts. Both the American Association of School Administrators
standards (Hoyle, 1993) and the Interstate School Leadership Licensure Consortium
standards (Council of Chief State School Officers, 1996) have helped inform and prepare
leadership training programs across the nation since the 1990’s (Bjork and Kowalski,
2005). Although both sets of standards could be applied to educational leadership
programs, the American Association of School Administrators (AASA) standards are
more applicable to doctoral programs that prepare school district superintendents or
community college administrators; the Interstate School Leadership Licensure
Consortium (ISLLC) standards more closely mirror administrative credentialing
programs that primarily prepare school site leaders. For example, when comparing the
AASA standards in Figure 7 and the educational leadership course listing within the State
of California, courses such as Transformational Leadership, Issues in Educational
Leadership, Policy and Practice for Educational Leaders and Community,
Communication in Educational Leadership all mirror AASA Standard 1, 2, and 3
(California State University, 2015). Additionally, courses such as Organizational
Leadership, Finance and Budget for Educational Leaders, Curriculum and Instruction
Issues for Educational Leaders, Data-based Decision Making in Educational Leadership,
and Quantitative and Qualitative Research Methods all address standards AASA 4, 5, and
6 (CSUS, 2015). Finally, courses such as Human Resource Management for Educational
Leaders, Student Services in Education, Diversity and Equity in Complex Organizations,
and Legal Issues for Educational Leaders cover AASA Standard 7 and 8 (CSUS, 2015).
Since a standard is a set level of attainment, each of the aforementioned courses aims to
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prepare educational leaders to be proficient and able to address each of the standards
covered in every course completed.
Standard 1: Leadership and district culture
Standard 2: Policy and governance
Standard 3: Communications and community relations
Standard 4: Organizational management
Standard 5: Curriculum planning and development
Standard 6: Instructional management
Standard 7: Human resources management
Standard 8: Values and ethics of leadership
Figure 7. Superintendent Preparation/Licensing Standards American Association of
School Administrators. (Hoyle, 1993).
Similarly, the Interstate School Leadership Licensure Consortium (ISLLC)
standards, in Figure 8, attempt to do the same on a more general administrative level. For
example, ISLLC Standard 2 states that a “school administrator is an educational leader
who promotes the success of all students by advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a
school culture and instructional program conducive to student learning and staff
professional growth” and although a superintendent can support such work indirectly, this
standard is more closely related to the direct supervision of a principal or site level
administrator to oversee school culture (CCSSO, 1996). Standard 3 has a similar site
level focus as it touches on the management of a safe learning environment. Although a
superintendent can give direction for the overall school district, it is very difficult for a
superintendent of a large district to maintain and affect individual school environments.
This job is more applicable for a site level leader who knows the day-to-day workings of
a school site and has direct interaction with the school’s stakeholders.
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Standard 1: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and
stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared and supported by the school
community.
Standard 2: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture and instructional
program conducive to student learning and staff professional growth.
Standard 3: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by ensuring management of the organization, operations, and resources for a
safe, efficient, and effective learning environment.
Standard 4: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by collaborating with families and community members, responding to
diverse community interests and needs, and mobilizing community resources.
Standard 5: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by acting with integrity, fairness, and in an ethical manner.
Standard 6: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of
all students by understanding, responding to, and influencing the larger political, social,
economic, legal and cultural context.
Figure 8. Interstate School Leadership Licensure Consortium. (Council of Chief State
School Officers, 1996).
Regardless of whether or not universities clearly address and meet each of the
standards listed above, higher education has a fundamental role in training, equipping,
and empowering educational leaders (Wells, 2010). This, however, is a difficult task
when programs across the United States differ by focus, design, length, accreditation,
philosophy, and organization (Wehling, 2007). This problem is even more complex when
considering the fact that the necessary requirements for degree completion are related to
experience, education, and practice in the field (Wehling, 2007). In 2005, the California
State University system was authorized by the state legislature to establish independent
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doctoral programs and award the EdD degree to meet the pressing need for well-prepared
practitioners to lead public schools and community colleges (CSU, 2005). Although the
EdD was intended as preparation for educational managers and administrative leaders,
the focus of the program addresses a wide range of needs from principals to teachereducators who use existing knowledge to engage educational problems (Shulman, Golde,
Bueschel, & Garabedian, 2006). According to Dunlap, Li, and Kladifko (2015) this is
problematic because the Doctorate of Education is intended to prepare high level
educational leaders and practitioners for public schools, and its curriculum and
coursework should be reflective of operative leadership practices that lead to school
improvement and student achievement. According to Levine (2005) university programs
that prepare future superintendents have come under attack and are being scrutinized for
their lack of relevance and rigor. Few universities have programs that are tailored
specifically for the superintendency position. Although though most Ed.D. and Ph.D.
educational administration programs are considered to be preparation programs for
superintendents, it is difficult to create such a program because the position of the
superintendent differs considerably to that of principals (Grogan & Andrews, 2002).
Murphy (2007) argues that what is being done in many university preparation programs
is at best questionable, and at worst harmful. Murphy argues that this is the case because
coursework does not meet the needs that practitioners have in the job setting. Murphy
examined curricula for its relevance, noting that the theory-based assignments are not
representative of the writing and work of superintendents (Wells, 2010). According to
Wehling (2007) it is worth examining the divide between that vast array of leadership
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training programs: if an educational leader’s influence is so impactful, why is the
preparation of future school administrators in a state of disconnect? It is important for
Schools of Education and Educational Leadership Programs to re-connect with each other
and with the school districts in order to eliminate any disconnect that school leaders
reference when referring to their training and support (Wehling, 2007). Moreover,
Zimpher & Howey (2004) suggest that there needs to be a continual push for a working
partnership between the university and the public schools, charter schools, community
schools, and private schools. All entities must start working together, rather than seeing
each other as adversaries, for the good of all of the students (Wehling, 2007).
On the other hand, additional research suggests that some superintendents report
that they appreciate programs that taught them essential knowledge and skills in law,
finance, theory, research, systems orientation, and organizational development that
prepared them for the superintendency (Bratlein & Walters, 1999). Research by Grogan
& Andrews (2002) support the sentiments of superintendents who found value in doctoral
preparation programs noting that programs should draw on the practical experiences of
principals and superintendents in order to complement the intellectual stimulation
received in classroom (Grogan & Andrews, 2002).
Work Experience
Experience is a crucial element of life that has the ability to shape individuals in
both a positive and negative manner. Who a leader ends up becoming is often the result
of thousands of decisions and experiences that led to that leader’s pinnacle. In order to be
an agent of change, it is important to consider the experience of superintendents and the
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path each superintendent has traveled in order to acquire such experience. According to
Caspi, Bolger, & Eckenrode (1987) life is filled with numerous unexpected
circumstances, and each individual superintendent’s experience looks differently. Thus, it
is important to study personality and life experience by analyzing the occurrences that
reflect the personality of the individual and the different features of the life experience
and the context in which the experiences occurred (Zirkel & Cantor, 1990). This is
important because a leader’s behavior and the decisions made in a given situation impacts
the organization. According to Cantor, Norem, Langston, Zirkel, Fleeson, & CookFlannagan (1991) when a person works on a life task, whether cognizant or incognizant,
the encounter that a person experiences is influenced not only by the outcomes of the
moment, but is also influenced by the prior beliefs about a task. For example, if a leader
found the process of making friends stressful as a young child, he or she may have more
difficulty establishing a network of friends at work and may find the process more
emotionally draining than a leader who is excited by the process. The ability or inability
formed through childhood experiences, impacts the perceptions of the people following
the leadership of those superintendents. In a study on young adults who lost someone
close to them from cancer, Liu and Aaker (2007) suggests that young adults who have
experienced death, think more concretely about long-term life goals, and are more likely
to have a plan of how to achieve such goals. Zirkel (1992) posits that certain life events
can lead to shifts in one’s perception of not only of one’s self, but also in how one views
the world. For example, becoming a parent has the ability to change the perception of an
individual towards the view that the world is a more dangerous place (Eibach, Libby, &
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Gilovich, 2003). This is not true for all parents; however, the protective nature of a parent
shifts perception to focus and hone in on things that pose a threat to their child. As such,
whether a superintendent likes it or not, their personal and work-related encounters have
shaped, informed, and changed the way they make decisions.
Even school districts understand the value added due to experience, and as a result
they have placed a greater value on experience when searching for new superintendents
due to the growing complexity of the superintendent position (Matthews, 2002).
According to Boring (2011) there are certain fundamental traits that contribute to
successful superintendents when it comes to experience. Two specific qualifications that
fall into the category of fundamental and critical are board relationships and budget.
Long-term success in the position of superintendent absolutely demands skill and
experience in these areas of administration (Boring, 2011). Much of this administrative
experience is gathered in the trenches as a principal of a school with a staff on a smaller
scale, although some superintendents come from outside of education. According to
Boring (2011) when surveying a number of successful superintendents, success indicates
additional traits that are important to a superintendent’s experience repertoire, include: a
pattern of dealing with people honestly; skill in communicating clearly and
understandably; a friendly, approachable manner; good people skills; a sense of humor;
enthusiasm; flexibility; a willingness to take calculated risk; confidence; common sense
and good judgment; respect and concern for others; and an ability to earn trust and extend
trust to others. These skills are only acquired when leading groups of people and when
tested over the course of time. Such skills are not developed over night, and they are used
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to help advance a teacher in his or her career as they gain and utilize more of their
experience. The typical ascension to the superintendency is depicted in Figure 9, although
it should be noted that this is not the only way to reach the superintendency. It should
also be noted that due to political and additional factors, it is possible to take an alternate
path that does not mirror the typical ascension to the superintendency and can descend
from positions once they have been acquired. Regardless of a superintendent’s path, the
experience that is gained along the way through various acquired positions is value
added, and helps prepare a superintendent for their future success or failure.

Figure 9. The Traditional Ascension to the Superintendency.
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Mentorship
One particular source of experience that superintendents acquire is gained from
mentorships developed through programs and on-the-job experience. Many scholars
assert that support programs for novice school leaders can be an element critical to their
success (Daresh, 2004; Daresh & LaPlant, 1985). Well-designed mentoring programs can
be beneficial for not only for protégés but also for the mentors and the school districts
that participate in them (Alsbury & Hackmann, 2006). This specific form of experience is
important because many new superintendents quickly begin to feel out of touch with the
day-to-day work of students and teachers as the routine demands related to administrative
issues, political challenges, and emergency situations occupy the majority of their time
(Hatch & Roegman, 2012). This can be a taxing conundrum to find oneself in considering
the fact that many educators got into education because they enjoy the presence of kids
and want to make an impact in the lives of students. Research suggests that successful
school leaders not only make a difference but they seek out opportunities to improve,
innovate, and implement change (Kouzes and Posner, 2007). Unfortunately, many new
district administrators have few opportunities to learn the skills of how to successfully
improve and implement change alongside seasoned mentors in the field. According to
Augustine-Shaw and Funk (2013) superintendents must continue to learn on the job, but
some are working in isolated silos, miles away from colleagues who are able to identify
with the work challenges faced in the superintendency. Superintendent mentoring and
leadership development seem to be rare, leaving many, particularly new superintendents,
ill-equipped for increasing accountability demands and fiscal pressures in leading
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districts (UCEA, 2009). The Kansas Educational Leadership Institute (KELI) is an
organization designed to bridge this mentor-mentee gap through a framework of support
intended to help novice school leaders grow and thrive. Still in its second year of infancy,
the KELI organization continues to receive strong, positive feedback from its mentees
and mentors. Some second year superintendents stay on with KELI for an additional year
of support, confirming the value and importance of a structured plan for developing
educational leaders (Augustine-Shaw & Funk, 2013). The more stable things are at a
district office the greater likelihood of success for new education initiatives (Sparks
2012). Thus, the better prepared a superintendent is, the more likely he or she is to stay in
a district for a longer duration of time. Research underscores the need for a unified effort
to increase the supply of qualified individuals aspiring to the superintendency and to
develop and sustain this supply pipeline though high-quality professional development,
mentoring, and coaching (UCEA, 2009). Only 20% of superintendents reported having
access to a formal mentoring or coaching program, yet almost all agreed that such
ongoing programs are important for aspiring, new, and experienced superintendents
(UCEA, 2009). Effective mentoring programs should provide professional feedback, role
clarification, and socialization into the profession, while lessening the sense of isolation
that novices typically experience when assuming their administrative positions (Daresh,
2001).
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Figure 10. Mentoring Model. (Hudson, 2005).

Although the mentoring model was developed for teachers, it is easy to see its
applicability to administrative leadership, since administrators are mainly responsible for
developing a team of teachers. The five-fold path in Figure 10, is comprised of Personal
Attributes, System Requirements, Pedagogical Knowledge, Modelling, and Feedback
(Hudson, 2005). Personal attributes are unique qualities that every leader brings to the
profession. It is a leader’s ability to keep the big picture in mind in the midst of the
mundane day-to-day tasks of running a school. These qualities encompass every step of
the process and require a positive outlook on even the darkest of forecasts. System
requirements include a leader’s ability to successfully navigate and communicate the
expectations, policies, and procedures that are expected from a school board. This
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sometimes crosses over into pedagogical knowledge that leaders must have in order to
gain the respect of their mentees. If a mentee gets the sense that his or her mentor does
not know what they are talking about or they are unable to articulate sound instructional
practices, a leader may lose his or her ability to mentor and build a capacity for
leadership. This is also another reason that personal attributes and connection with
mentees is so important. When trust is established, leaders are able to model the
information they are trying to teach to their mentee. A great way for mentors to do this is
to practice through role-playing where a leader is able to model not only suitable
language to use when leading, but also the enthusiasm that should accompany
interactions with followers (Hudson, 2005). Above all, feedback is crucial to mentoring.
Mentees should know exactly what is expected of them and they should receive timely
and specific feedback throughout the process. Providing such support throughout a
leader’s career helps alleviate some of the voids that come with being in leadership.
Additionally, when facilitating change, conflict is inevitable and this makes leadership
that much more isolating. Thus, it is important to have mentor-mentee relationships that
can provide a sounding board before making big decisions that could have major
ramifications.
Community Relationships
Many of the mentor relationships that are established in the workplace are of
equal importance in the communities in which schools are built. Due to the fact that
schools are built in the context of communities, the same students who leave schools live
in and return to the community in which the schools are intended to serve. Community
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relationships and partnerships are thus extremely important between schools and
community members, churches, and businesses. According to Timperley & Robinson
(2002) partnerships between schools and communities not only strengthen and enrich
school activities, but also create space for both parties to better understand each other.
This is especially true when facilitating change within schools and school districts.
Although conflict is inevitable, some conflict can be avoided by establishing partnerships
with established and respected community members. Partnerships are usually stronger at
the elementary level, with parents gradually phasing out of schools as students grow older
and mature, causing there to be fewer partnerships at the secondary level. Some parents
blame schools by pointing out that they are not as inviting as elementary schools, but
many educators place the blame on disengaged parents. Additionally, as students get
older and develop their own identity, many do not want their parents to be seen by their
friends on campus for a positive or negative encounter. While it might be acceptable to
see a parent volunteering at the primary grades, students are sometimes embarrassed and
desire their independence from parents as they grow older. Macfarlane (2007) contends
that neither school nor the community can fully operate without the other or in isolation,
and therefore must work together in order to provide the optimum learning environment
for students through their entire educational journey. Superintendents lead the
educational charge and thus feel the added pressure of the importance of having an
engaged community as partner at all levels of educating the community’s youth. This
continuum is true at the secondary level, where students require more resources to learn,
which is also costlier. It is in the best interest not only of educational leaders to facilitate
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and acquire such partnerships, but it also benefits local businesses when they partner with
schools, as students are their future workforce.
According to WestEd (2014) it is imperative that those interacting and charged
with the responsibility of teaching students and leading public schools, commit to and
adopt the belief structure that all students can succeed in public schools. With such a
widespread commitment to student achievement, more students walk away with the
ability to thrive in the communities that raised them. Even when students are born into
unfortunate and difficult circumstances, students can still experience success and develop
confidence, which results in positive self-esteem and a constructive and encouraging
experience within a determined school setting. Without such a vision for a community, a
percentage of students will always be left out and left behind. Due to the separation of
church and state, many churches are untapped resources within their communities. Since
schools and churches share the families that fill both of their seats, more bridges could be
built between the two entities. By working with outside community entities such as
churches, more time could be spent working together and utilizing the synergy gained
from people and elements that comprise both entities, rather than expending energy
keeping church laypersons off of public school campuses for fear of indoctrination.
Cotton and Wikelund (1989) noted that there is positive correlation between student
achievement and parental involvement. Such volunteers could provide tutoring,
instructional assistance, and an additional positive presence on public school campuses
across the state.

62
Regardless of the solution, superintendents are responsible for coming up with or
hiring and training the teammates who create innovative solutions to get community
members invested in the workforce of tomorrow. The Federal Government does not
know communities across the nation in the same way as its community members.
Therefore, no Federal program will ever bridge a gap as well as a local partnership forged
by partners who understand the needs of the community. West Ed (2014) understands the
importance of health and socio-emotional factors that influence academic performance
and thus created a tool to help address such needs. For example, West Ed (2014) created
an Academic Parent-Teacher Team model for family engagement and set a national
standard for family-school partnerships. Additionally, West Ed (2014) created The
California School Climate Survey (CSCS), which provides a way to confidentially obtain
staff perceptions about learning and teaching conditions on a school campus. By utilizing
such tools, superintendents will be able to better gauge the health of culture and climate
within their school districts. As Alexander (2013) points out, an educational leader must
be able to find order in the midst of chaos and possess the innate ability to navigate the
murky waters of all that is wrong with the world and have a vision of good in order to
guide followers to the path of what is right. Utilizing such a tool, superintendents would
be able to assess the level of community involvement in their schools.
School Board Relationships
In addition to healthy community involvement and support, it is imperative for
superintendents to have a healthy relationship with their school boards as they can be a
decisive element in deciding tenure (Farkas, Johnson, Duffett, & Foleno, 2001; Jones,
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2011). In a study on superintendents entering the field, which focused primarily on the
first 90 days on the job, superintendents specified the importance of interacting with
board members as an important activity, even in the infantile stages of the process.
Interestingly, the study indicated that board relationships are one of the greatest inhibiting
factors to the success of the superintendency (Jones, 2011). In a study on school
leadership, 81 percent or 1500 superintendents and principals suggested that politics and
bureaucracy are the main reasons for leaving the field (Farkas et al., 2001) According to
Lashway (2002) superintendents work and serve at the pleasure of the board. As such, it
is imperative for superintendents to continually maintain the credibility and support of the
board by massaging the necessary relationships. More specifically, developing such
board and other politically charged district relationships is a highly interactive and
personal process that is often times based more on the relationships and perceived
impressions themselves than on any other tangible criteria (Johnson, 1996).
In another study, Glass (2001) reviewed surveys of 175 superintendents who were
judged nationally by their peers, and considered to be outstanding. According to 93% of
the superintendents who were surveyed, they felt that they had a collaborative
relationship with their board and 88% felt that their board was effective. However, 52%
of those same superintendents responded that the current form of governance needs to be
seriously restructured and 16% suggested that the current system needs to be completely
replaced (Glass, 2001). This data suggests that although superintendents are able to work
collaboratively and cordially with their boards, they are not happy with the outcomes that
the current structure produces. According to Harvey (2003) more than two-thirds of
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superintendents stated that their board interfered with issues that were not within the purview
of a board’s responsibility. Such interference can cause frustration that leads to a desire to
overhaul a dysfunctional system that prevents a superintendent from carrying out his or her
duties to lead a school district. Research by Greene (1992) suggests that school boards tend to
operate from a political self-interest mindset rather than a community and public-good
mindset. This can prove difficult for superintendents who understand the political nature of
the job but are willing to make sacrificial decisions that might be in conflict with board
members who are elected and who often have deep ties to the community and its members.
Such conflict between superintendents and boards creates a tension that is well documented
in research (Feuerstein & Opfer, 1998; Rausch, 2001; Tallerico, 1989; Tekniepe, 2015).
Since school boards are the sole evaluators of superintendents, it is easy to understand why
tensions exist as superintendents make big decisions for many students and their job is
constantly on the line.

An additional factor that plays into the tension that exists between superintendents
and school boards is the frustration that stems from micromanagement and interference in
the administrative oversight in the day-to-day responsibilities, which some
superintendents experience (Harvey, 2003). This micromanagement occurs when outside
groups pressure boards for some sort of action to occur that violates the best interest of
the district as perceived by the superintendent and this creates power struggles between
boards and superintendents (Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2001). When new members are
elected to boards, power struggles can occur even among its own members, which can
leave superintendents in a precarious position (Tekniepe, 2015). For example, when such
change occurs, some board members may be in favor of the direction that a
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superintendent wants to head and other members may be in opposition. According to
Glass et al. (2001) these power struggles become increasingly exposed to or sensed by
the public, especially in smaller communities, as media sources become more
widespread. However, research by Goodman and Zimmerman (2000) suggests that the
only way that superintendents and school boards can work through the tension is through
continuing education and teamwork. Doing so ensures that educational experts and
community lay persons can work together as each develops a growth mindset.
Systems and Institutional Theory
Systems, or subsystems, are by very definition composed of interrelated parts
(Kast and Rosenzweig, 1972; Kuk, Banning, & Amey, 2012; Von Bertalanffy, 1968).
This is true for all systems, including social organizational systems such as schools. Due
to the fact that systems have related parts, every system has elements that are
interconnected and impact the other. In the case of schools, systems analysis helps to
analyze and explain the behavior of two complex systems: organizations and individuals
(Kuk, Banning, & Amey, 2012). Systems also help compartmentalize different parts that
make up the organization as a whole because it is very difficult for any one part to have a
complete understanding of the whole organization. For example, this is often seen in
schools with teachers who are passionate about their subject matter. They live to teach
their subject matter and they are often perplexed as to why everyone is not as excited and
passionate as they are about their subject. At the same time, they can’t understand why an
office manager who oversees attendance is such a frustrating person to work with and
wonders why they constantly send rude emails requesting that they take their attendance
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at the beginning of the period. Such a teacher has a difficult time with a systems
perspective. Although they understand that their classroom is a subsystem of a larger
system, they often have a difficult time seeing the entire system (Kuk, Banning, & Amey,
2012). Hence they continue not taking roll and thus impacts the larger organizational
system.
Although systems are important to understand; since decisions that are made in
schools often have residual effects, this study seeks to look at institutional theory in order
to better examine the impact of change on schools and districts as institutions.
Institutional change is bigger than systemic organizational change in that it focuses on
entire organizations serving different functions and how they are transformed in response
to a rapidly changing world (Burke, 2013; Davis, North, & Smorodin, 1971; Scott, 2004).
Whether school leaders like it or not, schools as institutions are fulfilling the calling of
responding to societal changes by meeting the needs of a growing and diverse population.
As such, it is necessary for institutions to possess an adaptive organizational structure so
that it is able to react to the characteristics and commitments of participants in addition to
internal and external environmental factors (Bess, & Dee, 2008).
According to Scott (1987) institutionalization is an adaptive process which is
necessary in schools because external forces are constantly changing. As such, schools
must become more nimble; not only willing to embrace change, but to also adopt a
willingness to engage change through an institutionalized process. Selznick (1957) views
institutionalization as a process that happens to an organization over time. In order to
adopt such a mindset, it is important that effective leaders define and defend such
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institutional changes with organizational vision and mission statements as ‘the why’
behind changes that needs to occur (Sinek, 2009). Doing so allows leaders to focus
change on the deeper and more resilient aspects of institutional structure and connect
with the people that comprise and engage the institution (Scott, 2004).
Institutional Change
Part of a superintendent’s job in assessing the level of involvement of the
community within the district is also evaluating what should stay the same in a district
and what should change in order to better serve students. Change is a part of life. Over
time, all things change at different rates and change should be embraced rather than
opposed or avoided. However, research that examines the qualities of leaders who have
successfully facilitated institutional educational change is minimal (Mendez-Morse,
1992). Additionally, there is not a uniform process for how to facilitate change in
educational settings (Mendez-Morse, 1992).
Due to the number of challenges that superintendents and other educational
leaders are facing in the current educational landscape, change that impacts student
learning and equitable outcomes in district-wide systems is growing increasingly more
difficult to facilitate. School districts are not immune to the resistance to change that
many organizational cultures experience, and therefore change is incrementally adaptive
and continually in flux (Meyerson and Martin, 1987). Kotter (1995) suggests that one of
the most general lessons that can be learned from the change process is that like most
processes, a number of phases must be embraced and it usually takes a considerable
length of time for the process to unfold. Furthermore, most research on change
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categorizes all change in the same or similar category. According to Kezar (2013) a
leader must know and understand the type of change they are implementing in order to
know how to appropriately respond and engage the change process. Superintendents who
lack a foundational understanding of change are at a disadvantage to other
superintendents. For example, a superintendent may think it is important to change the
institution at a district level, however, they fail to consider the fact that individuals and
groups throughout the district must also change along with the organization. A
superintendent must have a basic understanding that change happens at multiple levels
and over the course of time (Kezar, 2013). This understanding is also important for a
superintendent leading schools in the 21st century, where a vision of shared leadership is
practiced by many school districts who are building teams of effective leaders who are
hopefully equipped to lead the next generation of students. It is important to consider the
environment for change because it is different today due to the following reasons:
1) Connection of higher education to the global economy. According to Wagner
(2010) our schools are failing to provide students with the new skills needed for careers,
college, and citizenship in the new global economy, and consequently, the United States
is at a competitive disadvantage. This is evident when looking at what other leading
countries spend on education in comparison to the United States.
2) The greater public investment and sense of accountability. There has been an
interesting shift in education where due to the concerted effort to pay teachers higher
wages, more is expected of them than ever before. Some schools offer breakfast, lunch
and dinner for their students, which extends the school day and work hours of all who

69
work at the school. Although making sure that students are fed is important, schools will
never be able to replace parents. Thus, it is important that all stakeholders take
responsibility for the achievement data generated by the schools in their community.
3) Increasingly diverse students who engage campuses differently. It is important
that all students are able to see themselves in the curricula that they are learning, and that
is not the case for all students within the public educational system. Additionally, many
students are not learning from teachers who look like them, and thus are disconnected
from the classroom and curriculum. It is thus important to engage diverse students in a
different way.
4) The corporatized campus environment. Although this applies more to higher
education and the increasing number of adjunct faculty who have less investment in the
overall mission and values of the campus, this broken culture is the environment awaiting
students who are already being passed along ill-prepared for higher education, thus
compounding the problem even further.
5) For profit higher education, competition, and marketization. One does not need
to look any further than college football uniforms and the profits that are made by
changing jerseys throughout the season. This competition creates a secondary focus and
ultimately takes away from the focus on student learning and is having a trickle-down
effect on the way in which the K-12 system is being run as well. Students who watch
games on television each week are captivated by winning teams, and which are highly
marketed by brands and networks. High school students across the nation are
competitively sought after and marketed to each week, while there is no direct correlation
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between the institution’s quality of education and their respective sports programs,
although sometimes they mirror each other.
6) New knowledge about how people learn. There is currently a shift happening
as a result of neuroscience research that dismisses the old way of educating students,
which was largely based on the banking system. Students learn better when prior
knowledge is scaffolded so that connections can be made, enabling students to create and
make meaning (Kezar, 2013).
7) Technology. Social media has taken over homes across the nation, and it is
important for educators to incorporate technology in the classroom to help students build
off the way in which they interact with modern technology. Since students are immersed
in technology, it provides a good vehicle to deliver instruction.
8) Internationalization of campus. Universities are beginning to collaborate with
colleges throughout the world, not only for instructional practices, but for research as
well (Kezar, 2013).
Although each of these reasons for change were written to support the rationale
for why colleges need to change, superintendents are responsible for preparing K-12
students for college and many of the factors impacting university success is connected to
the lack of adequate preparation before college. Thus, superintendents should be aware of
the context of change in this era and become willing to lead differently in order to be an
agent who institutionalizes lasting change in school districts across California.
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Leadership Theories
Theory is often used to help frame or explain observations. It can serve as a
mental model to help one understand and negotiate different spaces (Bolman & Deal,
1991). Theory can also be utilized to make connections, think systematically, analyze
problems, reflect, and take effective action rather than make quick and hasty decisions
that rely on intuition and guesswork (Bess & Dee, 2008). Leading with such a
framework, can help superintendents to better understand and predict information that is
presented to them, which can lead to better and more timely intervention. Thus,
transformational leadership is one frame that is necessary for superintendents to adopt if
they have hopes of making district-wide changes in school districts across California.
According to Nevarez and Wood (2010) a leader must be able to inspire their workers to
move beyond themselves and give more than is otherwise required in order to create a
systemic change within an organization. Superintendents must be willing to move beyond
themselves because transformational leaders are truly dedicated to the care of the
institution that they lead, are willing to serve the community, teach, learn, reach and
strive for student success, and promote life-long learning (Burns, 1978; Nevarez &
Wood, 2010; Waters, & Marzano, 2006). This type of leadership causes one to put aside
ego for the betterment of an institution. Leaders, who adopt such a lens, are able to align
different constituent groups with a collective purpose and are therefore judged based on
their ability to make social changes (Burns, 1978).
Such social justice minded changes are also indicative of transformative
superintendents who are concerned with opportunity, equity, and fairness for all of their
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students (Kowalski & Oates, 1993; Nevarez, Wood, & Penrose , 2013). Due to the many
gaps that exist for students of color in and throughout the American educational system,
it is imperative that superintendents keep a focus on educational outcomes and success
for all students rather than a select group, or students that are easy to educate (CDE,
2015; NCES, 2011; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). According to Elias,
O’Brien, and Weissberg (2006) transformative leadership is able to achieve genuine and
sustainable change, by a willingness to realign structures and relationships for the greater
good. Superintendents have to be willing to let go of ‘sacred cows’ in order to push
others within their sphere of influence, boards included, because transformative leaders
are focused on outcomes (Mertens, 2007). With such a mindset, transformative
superintendents challenge hiring practices to ensure that a diverse staff is encouraged and
sought after so that students can see themselves in the curriculum and district staff. By
addressing such hiring practices, superintendents endorse new structures, policies, and
models that address some of the inequalities that are deeply rooted in society (Biraimah,
2005). Transformative leaders are concerned with changing practices resulting in student
success because they are deeply concerned with other people at their core (Nevarez,
Wood, & Penrose, 2013).
It is not, however, acceptable for leaders to only be deeply concerned and to care
a lot about people. Superintendent leaders must be willing to work hard in order to model
and lead the way toward changing the current system that has been in place and is deeply
entrenched in the hearts and minds of people who do not know any other way (Fraser,
1990). Therefore, it is necessary for superintendents to have an impeccable work ethic,
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communicate effectively, lead by example; tap into an array of multi-skilled behaviors in
order to utilize charisma to push district employees beyond what they are capable of
reaching on their own (Nevarez, Wood, & Penrose , 2013). By utilizing such leadership
characteristics, a superintendent will better be able to enhance the problem-solving
capacities of school districts and the employees that comprise them in order to identify,
practice, and meet specified goals (Leithwood, Begley and Cousins, 1994).
More specifically, transformational leadership stimulates improvement
(Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999). Whether improvements are focused on
employees, instruction, student outcomes, inequity or gaps in achievement,
superintendents and leadership matters. Although evidence suggests that transformational
leadership makes a difference, more research is needed as to when, how, and the context
in which it works (Bolman and Deal, 2008). With the shift to nationalized standards, a
shift in state and national student demographics, and the growing need for students
studying and excelling in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM),
there is considerable debate over how to best prepare future leaders.
Preparation Theories
Learning is an active process in which learners construct new ideas or concepts
based upon their current or past knowledge. According to Bodner (1986) constructive
learning is both the process of building and continuously testing knowledge. In doing so,
the learner selects and transforms information, constructs hypotheses, and makes
decisions, relying on a cognitive structure to do so. As such, lifelong learners look for
meaning and try to find order in every event they encounter, even when information is
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incomplete (Bodner, 1986). If superintendents wish to withstand the pressures of the job
and combat the trends regarding superintendent turnover, it is imperative they adopt a
constructivist-learner mentality. This sort of cognitive schema provides meaning and
helps individuals navigate organizations in order to experience and go beyond
conventional information. Whether a given situation involves unions or dealings with
local news media, traps are constantly set for superintendents to fall into if they are not
able to carefully use information to make informed decisions with which to navigate
political terrain. This schematic framework is also important for superintendents because
they are in the public spotlight. Constituents are watching their every move and waiting
for them to make mistakes. As knowledge is gained, it is important for superintendents to
learn from former superintendent mistakes and successes in order to construct a strong
knowledgebase that will help them become a successful leader when instituting change.
Bruner (1961) proposes that learner’s construct their own knowledgebase and do
this by organizing and categorizing information using a coding system. The most
effective way to develop a coding system is to discover it rather than being told about it
by the teacher, mentor, or colleague (Bruner, 1961). The concept of discovery
learning implies that students construct their own knowledge for themselves. This notion
of student construction also implies that superintendents model the fact that they
themselves are still students of knowledge and learning. The social constructionist
believes that the organizational world is achieved and created by individuals and groups
in everyday interactions with one another (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Weick, 1979).
Whether it is a student, teacher, parent, administrator, district office personnel, or support

75
staff, educators must acknowledge the fact that individuals are on a ‘crash course’ of
interaction within schools and there are many lessons to be learned from all the
knowledge that exists on each and every campus.
When individuals create meaning, it is expected that not all humans will agree
with one another. However, social constructionists believe that there are mental maps and
frames that help individuals shape how they view their world (Bess & Dee, 2008). Such a
framework impacts not only the way that a superintendent interacts with those within his
or her district, but it also impacts the way in which they live their life (Bolman & Deal,
2008; Senge, 2006). Although not all participants may agree on one interpretation of
reality (because organizations are comprised of multiple constructs of reality), it is
important to encourage leaders to develop expertise outside of their current frame of
reference and comfort in order to grow great leaders (Bess & Dee, 2008; Ready, 2004). In
order to avoid continuing to reinforce the status quo, effective social constructivist
leaders learn from past and current experiences in order to prevent formation of poor
leaders who fail to lead in transformative and transformational ways, from ascending to
senior leadership positions (Ready, 2004). For superintendents, this means utilizing social
settings to construct knowledge with every encounter and interaction in order to
determine in whom to pour additional resources and further development into so that the
pipeline of leaders are prepared to carry out the vision and mission of the district.
This also requires superintendents modeling and encouraging their principals and
district leaders to lead with creativity. According to Shalley and Gilson (2004), leaders
need their employees to be actively engaged in their work and also be socially aware
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enough to creatively generate appropriate products, processes and approaches. Such
creative outputs add a whole new layer to learning in the workplace and can range from
small adaptations to major breakthroughs (Mumford & Gustafson, 1988). Such creative
learning and leading should be employed by superintendents since some level of
creativity is utilized in almost every profession (Shalley, Gilson, & Blum, 2000;
Unsworth, 2001). Thus, it is a superintendent’s job to ensure that the district environment
is one where the work environment, the climate and culture, and the human resource
practices are such that creative outcomes can occur and employees feel as though they are
free to be innovative (Drazin, Glynn, & Karanjian, 1999; Oldham & Cummings, 1996).
Change Oriented Theories
Organizations change all of the time. People comprise organizations, and thus are
also in the process of changing on a routine basis. Whether change be personal or
professional, it is impossible to avoid (Burke, 2013). According to Gladwell (2006),
change is something that can be contagious; happen with small causes and have big
effects, and occur in one dramatic moment. Many changes that happen within schools
and districts are cosmetic in that they have the appearance of change, but in reality, few
changes that are made are lasting (Thompson, 2010). Schools and districts across the
nation must be recultured if greater change that results in clear improvements in
performance is to occur. Superintendents must adopt a lens of change if they are to be
effective in a world that is changing at ‘warp speed’. Today’s leaders must do more than
implement canned directives that reproduce and repackage similar educational reforms
(Thompson, 2010). According to Lewin (1951), the three steps to manage such change
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involves unfreezing, changing, and refreezing. Fullan (1999) suggests that the change
process is complex, especially in the educational setting. In order to embrace such
complexity, Fullan (1999) suggests that leaders help guide the change process rather than
trying to control it. Fullan (2008) provides the following six lessons about guiding
change:
1) Love your employees. According to Määttä and Uusiautti (2013) although love
has numerous definitions, it is ultimately manifested by the attempt to make things
develop, deepen, and grow whether love falls on other people, ideas, or nature. Love has
the ability to capture hearts, and provides a foundation of service to others. People are
more apt to change for leaders who they trust have their best interest in mind. Love puts
other’s interests first. Schools are a great place to demonstrate this love because there are
many students across the nation who are growing up without a mother, father, or
significant guardian. This absence often gets in the way of a child’s education and
increases the need for an educator to fill the gap when well-intentioned parents who love
their children are not doing the most effective job.
2) Connect peers to purpose. Purposeful interaction is crucial to educational
leadership, because instruction and student achievement increases as leaders emphasize
and focus on improvement and change (Fullan, 2007). Similarly, school districts who are
led by superintendents and school boards who focus on sustained growth are more prone
to see the results that they target versus districts that lack vision to change and grow.
3) Build capacity in order to prevail. There is no greater task of a leader than that
of building the capacity and abilities of teammates. When changing organizations, there
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is no better place to begin than with the people who comprise the organization. Since
leaders often change roles, it is important to build the capacity of teammates who will one
day take their job and who are able to sustain change once it occurs. For example,
administrators are often shifted around districts. It is therefore necessary for principals to
mentor and train up other leaders at the school site who are able to pick up where the
principal left off so that momentum on a school site is not lost. Also, by training and
equipping others, leaders are able to delegate tasks so that they can accomplish and focus
on other goals. Superintendents can leverage their leadership by equipping educators and
leaders with the instructional and managerial skills necessary for school improvement
(Fullan, 2007).
4) Learning is the work. The best educators are themselves committed to life-long
improvement. They understand that they have not and never will arrive and they are
always immersed in professional development. The best leaders of change cultivate
environments where educators can engage and reflect upon day-to-day learning that
reflects on best classroom practices and improving schools (Fullan, 2007). Administrators
can build time for reflection within their meetings if they make it a priority and build
consensus with teammates by presenting research on the importance of reflection.
5) Transparency rules. Without data, it is difficult for leaders to make informed
decisions. Educators who are engaged in change must be open to and willing to own all
data and live constantly surrounded by it. Educators must be open and transparent with
each other and willing to observe and be observed in order to collect more data. Leaders
of change must embrace the notion that change is a process that is ongoing, and access to
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seeing effective practices is essential for schools to become successful (Fullan, 2007).
Many of the systems developed in the PLC process mentioned earlier in the chapter
provides schools a built-in time for observing and collecting data that helps educators
become more transparent with each other and with the broader community of
stakeholder.
6) Systems learn. When systems learn, they have the opportunity to grow and
change. It is important for superintendents to systematically build a capacity for
leadership where it is the norm to embrace complexity and be continuously open to new
ideas (Fullan, 2007). Doing so allows leaders the ability to get comfortable with
discomfort (Fullan, 2007). Modeling the way also helps superintendents build a
reputation of an organization that embraces change and that is willing to learn along with
its stakeholders.
According to Kotter (1995) there are eight steps that every leader should consider
in order to bring about change in their organization:
1) Establish a sense of urgency. This first step can be a tedious task for some
superintendents in larger districts as building momentum and getting key stakeholders on
board to spread the message is an aggressive operation that requires the cooperation of
many individuals (Kotter, 1995). Even in smaller districts, not all stakeholders may see
eye to eye and although the message may not be as difficult to spread, stakeholders may
be more difficult to convince.
2) Form a powerful coalition. Superintendents must know their people well and
they must assemble a powerful team of individuals in terms of titles, expertise,
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reputation, and ability to build relationships in order to grow large enough for progress to
be made (Kotter, 1995).
3) Create a vision. Superintendents must be able to paint a clear picture for
educators and community members that is relatively easy to communicate and that points
to the direction the district and schools need to move (Kotter, 1995).
4) Communicate the vision. Without the ability for superintendents or other
district leaders to credibly and frequently communicate the vision, the vision will be lost
on district stakeholders and the community in which it resides (Kotter, 1995).
5) Empower others to act on the vision. Although superintendents must continue
to involve others as the change process progresses, they must also continue to encourage
educators to try new approaches, develop new ideas, and provide necessary leadership
(Kotter, 1995).
6) Plan for and create short-term wins. Change does not occur over night and
therefore opportunities to celebrate any gains is a necessary step in the process. Without
such celebrations, educators who have lived through many decades of reform and change
lose heart and sight of the vision being sought after.
7) Consolidate improvements and create more change. Similar to the flywheel
effect, superintendents need to create momentum with short term wins, in order to sustain
times in education that are dry (Collins, 2001).
8) Institutionalize new approaches. Superintendents can institutionalize change by
slowly allowing small victories to seep deep into the culture of a school district so that it
is seen as the way things are done.
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Although most superintendents do many or each of the steps detailed in Kotter’s
guide to organizational change, skipping steps only creates the illusion of speed and
rarely creates a satisfying or lasting result (Kotter, 1995). Additionally, the most general
lesson that can be learned about the change process is that it takes a considerable amount
of time (Kotter, 1995). This is a harsh reality for many superintendents whose tenures
often last from two to five years. Change, especially lasting change that impacts the
institution, rarely takes place in school districts where there is high turnover because the
eighth step is rarely implemented, or is skipped altogether. This study will examine how
superintendents frame their efforts of change and whether or not they reproduce old
initiatives, or whether they truly make an impact on the people they lead.
Leadership and Conflict
It is important for leaders to consider that anytime they engage in change,
resistance is often a companion issue. According to Kezar (2013) conflict is an inherent
quality of human interaction. Understanding that conflict is inevitable, because avoiding
human interaction is nearly impossible, it is critical for leaders hoping to be successful in
the superintendency, to go into the position with the appropriate skills and knowledge
necessary to engage conflict in a way that facilitates, but does not impede, change.
According to Kezar (2013) the outcome of conflict and change is a modified ideology or
identity. This can be problematic for school districts and schools that do not see a need
for change. It is therefore necessary for superintendents to feel equipped with the skills
needed to enter into or initiate difficult conversations and processes in order to facilitate
the inevitable conflict that will arise when dealing with educators, community members,
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and board members. According to Afzalur Rahim (2002) it is important that
superintendents move away from the resolution of conflict to the managing of conflict. It
is not merely enough to resolve conflict because with that comes the expectation that
conflict will go away or that conflict is inherently bad. Rather, superintendents must
acquire the ability to manage conflict by developing strategies that help minimize the
dysfunctions of conflict in order to embrace the constructive functions of conflict
(Afzalur Rahim, 2002). One skill that is necessary to manage conflict is the ability to read
others’ body language and cues in order to know how people are feeling and their
reactions upon receiving messages (Kezar, 2013). In doing so, superintendents can
enhance the learning and the overall effectiveness of school districts. Nevarez, Wood,
Penrose (2013) add that political leaders should embrace conflict in order to bargain and
to form coalitions in order to compete for power and resources. Due to the political nature
of the job, superintendents must be political; compete and gain ground in certain areas of
running a school district in order to concede ground in other areas. For example, when
dealing with and negotiating with unions, a superintendent may advise his or her team to
concede and pay teachers higher wages in order to gain an additional fifteen minutes in
the school day to increase instructional minutes as part of a literacy goal set by the board.
A superintendent must hone the skills of navigating the political waters in order to
manage the conflict that is inevitable when leading a school district.
According to Nevarez (2015), there are seven steps that leaders must go through
in order to embrace and manage conflict when institutionalizing change. Each step is
reflected in Figure 11.
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1) Recognize the necessity of fostering change. Without a basic awareness that
change is necessary, a superintendent cannot and will not be effective as a leader.
Additionally, the inability or unwillingness to change during times when change is
necessary can ultimately lead to a reduction in staff morale. It may also lead to distrust in
district leadership, doubting that district leaders have the best interest of the organization
in mind.
2) Determine which steps are critical. Superintendents are inundated with a
barrage of tasks each day and must have the ability to prioritize the most important tasks
that must be accomplished each day. This skill of prioritization also helps with organizing
and determining which steps to take in order to engage and manage conflict that is faced
on a routine basis.
3) Develop a plan or a vision. The Bible states that without a vision, people
perish. Since organizations are filled with people, the same concept can hold true for
school districts. If superintendents are unable to dream, create, communicate, and plan
their visions for the direction a district needs to go, districts can also dissolve into a state
of dysfunction.
4) Build a coalition and garner support. Superintendents are political figureheads
who must be able to build relationships with a vast array of differing groups with
conflicting interests and views. As such, superintendents can garner support through
networking and building relationships by helping stakeholders understand that change
and conflict are not opposite of their interests and can connect change that needs to occur
to stakeholders’ values and interest (Kezar, 2001).
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5) Allow strategic change to occur. Superintendents must be strategic and
understand that every hill is not worth dying on nor is every initiative worth fighting for.
Superintendents must begin with the end in mind, in order to make strategic decisions
throughout the change process to successfully navigate conflict (Covey, 1989).
6) Maintain a balance of power among the leaders of change. Balance is an
essential part of all aspects of life, but balance is especially important for superintendents
because they are the figurehead of the district and are able to exercise control of others as
they are at the top of the chain of command. This excludes the power of the board to
exercise power over superintendents and solidifies the importance of building
relationships with board members in order to better balance power when embracing
conflict.
7) Monitor and assess every step of the change process. Just as checking for
understanding is one of the most basic elements of monitoring student learning in the
classroom, superintendents must never forget where they came from and where the real
work is happening within the classrooms throughout their district. Thus, it is imperative
that superintendents lead the way by modeling effective practices by constantly
monitoring and reporting the progress that is being made as they encounter and engage
conflict in order to bring about change.
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Figure 11. Institution Change Model. (Nevarez, 2015)
Public Schooling in an Era of Violence
Change is necessary for many reasons, and one reason is due to the ever changing
landscape of the world economy that has been the hallmark of the 21st century. The
public school system has been unable to avoid this change. According to Kinsinger and
Walch (2012) superintendents are living and leading schools in a VUCA world. The term
VUCA was established during the Cold War by the US military and stands for volatile,
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uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (Kinsinger and Walch, 2012). According to
Lawrence (2014) it was not until the attacks on September 11, 2001, that the acronym
really began to take hold. This was also around the time of the passage of the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001 which has dramatically changed the landscape of accountability
within education. Such change has created walls and barriers that have pointed out the
barriers and gaps that continue to marginalize students and create isolation between rich
and poor.
As a result of the barriers created in education, school leadership has grown more
complex in a world that has grown increasingly violent. According to Kirk (2012) nearly
297 students have been shot and killed on school campuses since 1980. While elementary
schools saw the least amount of violence, high school campuses saw the most violence
and successive decades have experienced increased violence (Furlong & Morrison, 2000;
Kirk, 2012; Petersen, Pietrzak, & Speaker, 1998). This makes sense developmentally,
since students experience a greater degree of bullying and an increased amount of
relationship issues as they grow older, both within friends, peer groups, and families; in
addition to the fact that high school students are more capable of operating a firearm as
they get older.
Additionally, there has been a gradual moral decline in a nation that is politically
divided and has been at war for nearly two decades (Petersen, Pietrzak, & Speaker,
1998). As noted by Mulvey & Cauffman (2001) events that impact the community, often
find their way onto school campuses, just as events at school often linger long after
school hours. This notion has manifested itself from the community into the public school
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system, even though the public has in some ways expected a protective bubble to exist
and persist on school campuses across the nation (Furlong & Morrison, 2000). However,
the increased loss of life in schools is a testament to the political rhetoric that schools are
dangerous places that are failing to educate today’s youth despite the fact that middle and
high schools are targeting conflict resolution skills through assemblies and other
educational venues (Furlong & Morrison, 2000; Stephens, 1994).
In the midst of chaos, leaders must be able to lead and respond to the changes that
occur in schools. Findings by Mulvey & Cauffman (2001) suggest that leaders must
continue to build relational trust in order to identify some of the indicators that are often
times recognizable before a violent event occurs. This is no different than what should be
done in building relationships between principals and their district leaders in order to
keep this topic on the ‘front burner’ while ensuring support when leaders plan drills that
prepare students to minimalize casualties should the unthinkable occur within the
superintendent’s school district. Research by Johnson and Johnson (1995) suggests that
many school prevention programs have proven unsuccessful at the secondary level;
therefore superintendents should focus their energy and efforts at the elementary level.
Research by Ferrara (2009) suggests that superintendents should spend time training
educators on parental involvement in order to systemically improve and establish the
partnership between home and school as a foundation for student learning. Connecting
schools to families is often a mantra used when discussing school reform and one that is
worth mentioning when considering interventions as a method of ending school violence
(Mulvey & Cauffman, 2001). Since parent involvement typically decreases at the
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secondary level for a variety of reasons, this is a time when leaders, educators, and
families need to continually engage their mentally and physically developing teenagers
(Deslandes & Bertrand, 2005)
Although there is an abundance of research discussing the widespread problems
with school violence, contrary research suggests that other factors are at play that could
be more even more damaging and more prevalent and may even add to school violence
(Hyman & Perone, 1998). For example, discipline is rarely acknowledged as a form of
alienation and victimization on school campuses (Hart, 1987; Hyman, Weiler, Perone,
Romano, Britton, & Shanock, 1997). Research by Hyman and Weiler (1994) suggests
that a majority of students have at some point had or will witness verbal mistreatment by
educators. Such mistreatment creates an unsafe environment for students and generates
feelings of frustration and anger towards school personnel (Hyman et al., 1997).
Superintendents can continue to prevent such alienation by challenging educators and
community member to engage students and eliminate student victimization; continue to
study and revise district discipline data, and engage district unions who protect teachers
that are damaging student relationships with their actions with little or no accountability
(Hyman & Perone, 1998).
Conclusion
This chapter discussed the importance of superintendents’ leadership and the
difficulty that educational leaders face when reforming and changing school systems.
This chapter also examined research which discussed the experiences necessary to
prepare superintendents to engage the change process within their school district.
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However, there is still work to be done and more research is necessary that looks more
closely at the individual experiences of superintendents and his or her perception and
ability to institute district-wide change. Chapter 3 will discuss the methodology used,
data collected, and the analysis of data in this study.
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Chapter 3
METHODOLOGY: A MIXED-METHODS APPROACH
Introduction
This chapter serves to answer the Who, What, Where, Why and How of this
study. According to Creswell (2007) the reader should walk away from this study with a
better understanding of an experience. In some cases, the interest in knowing more about
an experience and how to improve that experience leads to researchable questions that are
better answered by qualitative research questions (Merriam, 2009). However, some
research questions can only be answered by quantitative research questions. As such, this
study collected and analyzed both forms of data in order to answer each type of research
question. In the case of the superintendency, the job is characterized by high stress,
political maneuvering, high-stakes communication, relationship-building with a vast
array of constituents, and the successful education of thousands of children who need to
be college and career ready upon their completion of K-12 education. Thus, the
experiences of superintendents in this study were best captured by a mixed methods
approach in order to examine multiple facets of data collection through surveys and
personal interviews. By utilizing both sets of data, the nets of collection were cast broader
in order to paint a clearer picture of the experiences of superintendents and districtwide
change.
Additionally, this study examined the perceptions of superintendents and how
their preparations and experiences equipped them with the skills necessary to facilitate
institutional change within school districts throughout California. This chapter further
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examines the research design, the role of the researcher, research questions, the setting,
the population, data collection, instrumentation employed, and participant protection in
this study since each superintendent interviewee holds a political position.
Research Design
A mixed-methods research design was selected for this study because one data
source was insufficient to answer the proposed research questions. Once the
superintendents were surveyed, the researcher analyzed the initial results of the survey
data from superintendents’ responses. By utilizing both quantitative and qualitative
approaches, this study enhanced, elaborated, and expanded the findings of one method
(survey) with the second method (personal interviews) (Creswell, 2009). Due to the fact
that there are weaknesses in both qualitative and quantitative data, a mixed-method
approach provided strength to the study by the additional collected data, which answered
the research questions more completely than each method could have done alone. This
study focused on superintendents throughout California, which reduced the overall
number of possible participants, had the study been sent out to the national
superintendent population. In order to validate the quantitative research data, a large
number of superintendents were randomly selected by obtaining all emails from the
California Department of Education website. All superintendents were invited to
participate in this study. Since superintendents hold daunting positions that consume a
great deal of their day, it was difficult to collect enough data within the given time frame
for this study. Thus, this study utilized snowball sampling, where superintendents who
participated were encouraged to send the survey to other superintendents with whom they
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were already acquainted. According to Creswell (2003) a qualitative approach is one in
which the inquirer makes knowledge claims utilizing constructivist perspectives. Thus,
this study used a narrative design for the qualitative interviews, where an open-ended
interview approach was used and superintendents were given the opportunity to share
their vast array of experiences and preparation that were acquired before and during the
superintendency.
This study sought to better understand the experiences of superintendents and
how their experience prepared them to be agents of change throughout their
superintendency. The superintendecy is a highly exposed position that encounters
numerous daily interactions with various competing interest groups, creating a stressful
environment that can have differing effects on each superintendent. As such, this study
collected the experiences of individual superintendents by utilizing a narrative approach
so that each interviewed superintendent was able to elaborate on their insights regarding
their skill set necessary for success in the position. Additionally, superintendents were
given an opportunity to share how they acquired their skills and how they deal with the
stresses of the position when district-wide change occurs.
Role of the Researcher
The researcher did not have direct contact with superintendents during the first
phase of this study; rather, surveys were sent out using the emails of superintendents,
which were obtained from the California Department of Education database in order to
conduct the quantitative analysis portion of this study. The researcher had previous
contact with a number of superintendents; however, for the purpose of this study, all
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superintendents were emailed information about the study utilizing SurveyMonkey and
asked for their participation at the same time. The researcher was not related to any one
district or superintendent, but also emailed the survey to four superintendents in the
charter management organization in which he works. Superintendents were given three
weeks to complete the survey and upon completion, an analysis of the data was
conducted using SPSS correlations. An expert checked the analysis to confirm the
validity and reliability of the data. Once this check was complete, the researcher coded
and analyzed the three survey questions that collected qualitative data. This data was
utilized to inform and create interview questions that further explored data from the first
phase of collection and analysis.
For the second phase of this study, Merriam (2009) suggests that the researcher is
the primary instrument in both data collection and data analysis. The human instrument
was the ideal tool for this portion of the study because understanding is the main goal of
qualitative research and the researcher was able to respond and adapt to the collected data
(Merriam, 2009). As such, the researcher had direct contact with each of the
superintendents that volunteered to be interviewed. The researcher sent out a follow up
email to each of the 112 superintendents who participated in the first phase of this study.
Although the researcher knew three of the possible superintendents from different
professional encounters who could have volunteered for the interviewees, only one of
those superintendents volunteered for the second phase of this study. However, the
researcher did not know any of the superintendents on a personal level. Interactions
between the researcher and superintendents remained professional throughout the study.
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The researcher remained respectful of the time invested by each superintendent, since
their time is extremely valuable; therefore collected as much data in as little time as
possible. Each interview lasted between 21-76 minutes. Ten superintendents volunteered
to participate in the second phase of this study. In order to avoid conflicts of interest, the
researcher examined any personal prejudices, viewpoints, and assumptions that existed in
order to give awareness to biases before superintendents were interviewed (Merriam,
2009).
All of the data collected was gathered, analyzed, and transcribed by the
researcher. The researcher interacted with the data through the process of
horizontalization. Each piece of data was laid out and all of the data was given equal
value when it was initially analyzed (Merriam, 2009). According to Patton (2002) the
experiences of the superintendents should be grouped, compared, and analyzed in order
to see if there are any identifiable patterns. The researcher analyzed the data by being
immersed in it in order to group the themes that arose so that each of the proposed
research questions in this study could be answered fully and accurately.
Research Questions
Research Question 1: What is the leadership nature of the superintendency in
advancing student success?
Research Question 2: What are the existing training gaps in preparing qualified
superintendents?
Research Question 3: What are the skills necessary for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional district-wide change?
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Setting, Population, and Sample
For this study, the researcher examined all districts in California whose
superintendents were willing to participate in the study. Since the setting changed for
each superintendent, the data was collected in multiple locations. The researcher
distributed the survey online and the interviews and environments varied based on the
location of superintendents throughout California who agreed to participate in the second
phase of the study. Although all interviews were originally planned to occur in person,
the locations of each interview varied because of the distance and time that it took to
travel between each location.
Additionally, there were time constraints associated with this study. The
researcher utilized the same email list of K-12 California superintendents and sent emails
with the details of the study requesting their participation. The researcher sent out
reminder emails on the Sunday evening of each of the three weeks of data collection.
During Phase Two of the study, the researcher only invited superintendents who
participated in Phase One to participate in follow-up interviews.
Survey Response Rates
One thousand and thirty-four surveys were sent to superintendents throughout
California. Of the 1,034 surveys, 112 surveys in total were completed, which represented
an 8.8% response rate. Additionally, 26 superintendents opted out of the survey and 52
surveys bounced back as undelivered. Of the 112 survey responses, 10 volunteered for
follow up interviews, which represented 8% of the completed surveys. Two of the 10
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superintendents had to cancel their interviews due to other obligations, resulting in eight
interviews.
Data Collection and Instrumentation
Quantitative and qualitative data were collected using a six page survey. The
survey is comprised of four sections. The first section focuses on leadership, the second
section focuses on leadership preparation, the third section focuses on institutional
change, and the final section collects background and demographic information.
In the first section of the survey, superintendents were asked to rate themselves on
eight statements related to their competency level, leadership skills and behaviors using a
Likert scale of excellent, good, fair, and needs improvement. A neutral statement was
purposefully omitted. Statements included: creating a strategic plan to reach district
goals; holding individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and building
coalitions to reach district goals; embracing conflict to improve the district; encouraging
collaborative participation; involving others in a shared decision making process;
empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations; encouraging innovation and
creativity among district employees; and effectively communicating a shared district
vision. A qualitative, open-ended question follows asking superintendents what are the
leadership skills necessary to initiate, implement, and sustain institutional change.
In the second section of the survey, superintendents were asked to rate themselves
on eight statements using a Likert scale of very important, important, somewhat
important, and not important. The question to which they rated themselves asked what
they felt most prepared them for the superintendency. Statements included: academic
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programs; workshops; leadership institutes; conferences; mentoring; presentations; on the
job experience; and other, where superintendents were able to list any other preparation
experiences that prepared them for the superintendency. A qualitative, open-ended
question followed, asking superintendents in which areas could they have used additional
training prior to ascending to the superintendency, and the specific area of training they
recommend for future leaders based on their experiences.
In the third section, superintendents were asked to rate themselves on their
involvement with institutional change using a Likert scale of very often, often, seldom,
and never. Additionally, superintendents were asked to examine their competency level
of institutional change using a Likert scale of excellent, good, fair, and needs
improvement. Statements include: planning and allowing strategic changes to occur;
recognizing the necessity of fostering change; building a coalition and gathering support;
developing a strategic plan/vision; maintaining a balance of power among the participants
of change; monitoring and assessing every stage of the change process; and determining
which changes are critical. A qualitative, open-ended question follows asking
superintendents about their thoughts on institutional and district-wide school change.
Background information was collected in the fourth section that includes:
racial/ethnic affiliation, gender, age, number of years the participant has held their
superintendent position; how many years the participant has held their current position,
the highest degree they have earned, the best description of the urbanicity of the
participant’s school district, and the size of the participant’s school district.
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Eight follow-up interviews were conducted to collect additional qualitative data.
The interviews ranged from 21 minutes to 76 minutes. The interviews are as follows: the
first superintendent’s interview was 76 minutes in length; the second superintendent’s
interview was 55 minutes in length; the third superintendent’s interview was 28 minutes
in length; the fourth superintendent’s interview was 45 minutes in length; the fifth
superintendent’s interview was 34 minutes in length; the sixth superintendent’s interview
was 24 minutes in length; the seventh superintendent’s interview was 37 minutes in
length; and the eighth superintendent’s interview was 21 minutes in length.
Interview questions were derived from the literature and from the survey data in
order for the researcher to further examine the leadership nature of the superintendency
and superintendents’ perceptions on institutional change. The researcher used structured
questions to interview each superintendent. Structured questions included:
1. From your experience, what is the leadership nature of the superintendency in
advancing student success?
Probing Question(s): Will you please elaborate on the experiences in your career that
have helped you develop or sharpen your leadership skills aimed at advancing student
success?
2. Throughout your tenure as a superintendent, how has the profession evolved in relation
to addressing student success?
Probing Question(s): With the evolution of the superintendency, how have you
maintained a work-life balance?
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3. In your experience, what have been or still are the existing training gaps in preparing
qualified superintendents?
Probing Question(s): Which experiences have you had in your career that have developed
or sharpened your ability to lead others and prepare you for the superintendency?
4. Which skills do you see as most crucial for preparing up-and-coming superintendents
to be leaders of school districts in the 21st century?
Probing Question(s): Will you please elaborate on the experiences in your career that
have helped you develop or sharpen these skills?
5. What specific skills are necessary for superintendents to consider when advancing
institutional district-wide change?
Probing Question(s): What are your current thoughts on the need for institutional change
within the K-12 public school system? What has been your level of involvement with
institutional change throughout your tenure?
6. What oppositional roadblocks you have encountered when facilitating change within
your school district?
Probing Question(s): (If they have encountered roadblocks) How have you overcome
these barriers? How have these oppositions prevented the advancement of change within
your district? How have these oppositions prevented student success?
Sequential Explanatory
This study utilized a sequential explanatory strategy by collecting and analyzing
surveys that were distributed to superintendents throughout California in the first phase of
the study and then followed up by collecting and analyzing the interview responses from
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superintendents who volunteered to be interviewed. The first phase of quantitative data
informed the second phase of qualitative data collection and analysis. This strategy was
selected because the straightforward nature of this design is one of its strengths and it was
easy to implement because the steps fall into clear but separate stages (Creswell, 2009).
Quantitative Methods
The instrumentation used to collect the data in this study was SurveyMonkey.
This instrument was modified to fit the focus and specific language of this study and
permission was granted by the developer of the original survey which was initially given
to community college presidents. The SurveyMonkey account was employed and a
preexisting survey template was modified and uploaded onto the same SurveyMonkey
account in which the survey was accessed. Using such a tool allowed the researcher to
generate results and conduct an initial analysis of the descriptive statistics, which
informed the qualitative research questions of this study (Creswell, 2009). The
preexisting survey questions had content validity and each question was formed and tied
to specific content in which it was intended to measure. Additionally, the validity and
reliability was reassessed during the data analysis process of this study as the original
validity and reliability does not always hold (Creswell, 2009). The researcher used SPSS
to analyze the data and determine if there were significant correlations between the
responses of superintendents across the state of California.
Qualitative Methods
According to Merriam (2009) interviews are often the most common method of
data collection in in a qualitative study. Thus, the researcher utilized standard, open-
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ended interview questions that were determined based off the analysis of quantitative data
in the first phase of this study, in addition to questions that helped answer the study’s
research questions. Additionally, some responses required superintendents to describe
and elaborate on their experiences, which took responses into areas that were not
considered when designing the study (Boudah, 2011). Open-ended questions were
utilized so that participants were able to express their views and perceptions of the
superintendency in relation to change, as well as identify themes that needed further
exploration (Creswell, 2003). In order to answer each research question, the researcher
created questions that examined experiences, behaviors, opinions, values, perceptions,
and knowledge of each superintendent’s experiences (Patton, 1990). The researcher
traveled to each superintendent’s office, in order to make things as convenient as
possible, while acknowledging each superintendent’s willingness to sacrifice the
approximate time period requested. However, due to time constraints and distance, four
of the superintendents were interviewed via Skype. In addition to an iPhone voice
recorder, a backup computer was used to record and transcribe superintendents’
interviews. The researcher also took field notes to capture general observations as well as
key data that the recording was unable to capture. All of the collected data was
transcribed verbatim as this provided the best database for analysis (Merriam, 2009). For
some of the transcription, the researcher used Dragon Speak to expedite the transcription
process. This was done by speaking into a microphone, as the researcher replayed each
interview, and the program transcribed the spoken words of the researcher.
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Although the researcher was sensitive to the time constraints and availability of
the superintendents’ schedules, the study was open to any superintendent in California
who was willing to participate. The data was collected at the site, at which each
superintendent felt most comfortable. This included a large table in each superintendent’s
office. One interview was conducted on a school site near the researcher.
Superintendents, who were interviewed over Skype, were interviewed in the researcher’s
office. Although the researcher planned to follow up with personal phone calls, this was
unnecessary because of the number of participants who agreed to be interviewed.
Data Analysis
The researcher analyzed the data by exploring all outliers in the first phase of the
study in order to identify extreme cases for the second phase. The researcher then
followed up with qualitative interviews. According to Creswell (2003), the process of
qualitative research and interviews are largely inductive, where the inquirer generates
meaning from the data collected in the field.
Once the data was collected, it was transferred from the recording device to
transcripts of the interview. The data was then coded using open coding and then
categorized using axial coding (Merriam, 2009). After each interview was transcribed
and coded, comments and notes that were similar were grouped together. Files were
created that were titled by each of the specific themes once themes were present in each
of the superintendent’s responses. All of the like-data was then copied and pasted into the
appropriate corresponding files. Throughout the analysis process, the constant
comparative method was used in order to explore any theory that emerged from or was

103
grounded in the data. Each research question was answered using a narrative analysis
approach by allowing each superintendent to describe their experience in and leading up
to the superintendency. The comparison of themes that emerged from the surveys, each
of the interviews, and the Pearson correlations, were used to triangulate the data.
Triangulation occurred by using multiple sources of data from different places and
different times in order to increase the credibility of this study’s findings (Merriam,
2009).
Protection of Participants
Due to the political nature of the positions held by each participant, anonymity
was used to protect participants from the data that they shared with the researcher.
Furthermore, pseudonyms were used and each superintendent was given a number in the
order in which they responded to the survey or in the order in which they were
interviewed. Numbers were given to associate the data collected with each
superintendent. Participation in this study was completely voluntary and participants
were able to drop out of the study at any point if they decided to do so. Due to the hectic
schedule, a natural part of the superintendency, it was understandable if scheduling
conflicts prevented a superintendent from participating in this study online or in person.
One superintendent had to drop out the day before the interview due to an unforeseen
circumstance. Another superintendent never responded after his original agreement to
participate. All data was carefully collected and was kept securely on a computer,
SurveyMonkey, and an iPhone voice recorder. Each device recorder was only accessible
through a password code. Additionally, each completed survey remained on
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SurveyMonkey and the password was kept only by the researcher and the dissertation
chair. Additionally, all notes that were taken were collected on a computer in order to
protect each participant’s identity and responses. For further protection, all notes were
destroyed upon completion of analysis of this study.
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Chapter 4
ANALYSIS OF THE DATA
This chapter includes the analysis of this study’s quantitative and qualitative data.
This mixed-method approach addresses Research Question #1: What is the leadership
nature of the superintendency in advancing student success; Research Question 2: What
are the existing training gaps in preparing qualified superintendents; and Research
Question 3: What are the skills necessary for superintendents to consider when advancing
institutional district-wide change?
The first section of this chapter describes the significant and specific nonsignificant correlations discovered when analyzing the quantitative data and the
significant themes that emerged when coding the qualitative data that addressed Research
Question #1. The second section describes the significant correlations discovered when
analyzing the quantitative data and the significant themes that surfaced when coding the
qualitative data that addressed Research Question #2. The third section describes the
significant correlations discovered when analyzing the quantitative data and the
significant themes that surfaced when coding the qualitative data that addressed Research
Question #3.
For each section, the quantitative data was grouped into five different categories:
low, low-medium, medium, medium-high, and high. Each category was given its label
based on the following values: .1 (low), <.1 (low-medium), .3 (medium), <.3 (mediumhigh), <.5 (high).

106
The quantitative data included four sections of survey questions, totaling fifteen
questions and twenty-two evaluation statements. SurveyMonkey responses were
transferred to SPSS and a Pearson correlation was conducted. Significant correlations are
presented and then followed by qualitative data analysis and a summary for each research
question.
The qualitative data included three open ended questions transcribed in the form
of Microsoft Excel spreadsheets, which contained the written responses to the survey
instrument. Additionally, the qualitative data included eight superintendent interviews
that were transcribed using Microsoft Word documents and Dragon Speak audio
transcriber. The researcher read through the qualitative data multiple times and utilized
the coding process.
Report of Quantitative and Qualitative Data
Descriptive Statistics
One hundred and twelve superintendents consented to participate in the survey;
however, not all participants completed every survey question. The following tables
(Tables 1 through 8) provide the frequencies and percentages for participant demographic
variables included in the survey (i.e. gender, race/ethnicity, age, years in current position,
years as a superintendent, highest degree earned, district description, and district size).
Missing responses are not included.
The sample consisted of 112 participants, approximately 42.9% of them were
women (n=48), while the rest were men (n=59). Approximately 69.6% of the participants
were White (Non-Hispanic), while the remaining participants were Hispanic/Latino
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(13.4%), African American (4.5%), American Indian (.9%), Pacific Islander (.9%) and
Other (7.3%) (for the Other category, participants specified: Asian, Greek
American/White, Human Race, Korean. Spanish/White, and White/Hispanic).
Approximately 40.2% of participants were between 56 and 65 years old, while about
39.3% of participants were between 45 and 55 years of age. The remaining participants
were between 36 and 44 years of age (9.8%), over 66 years of age (4.5%), and under 35
years old (.9%).
The sample included superintendents who had been in their positions at the time
of the study for 1-2 years (42.9%), 3-4 (25.0%), 5-6 (16.1%), and 7+ (10.7%). The sample
included superintendents who had been superintendents for a total of 1-2 years (34.8%),
3-4 (16.1%), 5-6 (12.5%), and 7+ (30.4%). The sample consisted of superintendents with
their Masters (54.5%), EdD (34.8%), PhD (3.6%), Bachelors (.9%), and Other (1.8%)
(for the Other category, participants specified two Masters and working on EdD).
Approximately 55.4% of superintendents worked in rural districts, 27.7% worked in
suburban districts, and 11.6% of participants worked in urban districts. The sample
included districts sizes of 64.3% small (less than 5000), 23.2% medium (5001-15,000), 4.5%
very large (greater than 30,000), and 3.6% large (15,001-30,000).

Table 1
Frequencies and Percentages – Gender
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Male

59

52.7

Female

48

42.9
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Table 2
Frequencies and Percentages – Race/Ethnicity
Variable

Frequency

Percent

American Indian

1

.9

African American

5

4.5

White (Non-Hispanic)

78

69.6

Hispanic/ Latino

15

13.4

Pacific Islander

1

.9

Other

7

7.3

Variable

Frequency

Percent

35 or under

1

.9

36-44

11

9.8

46-55

44

39.3

56-65
66+

45
5

40.2
4.5

Table 3
Frequencies and Percentages – Age

Table 4
Frequencies and Percentages – Years in Current Position
Variable

Frequency

Percent

1-2

48

42.9

3-4

28

25.0

5-6

18

16.1

7+

12

10.7
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Table 5
Frequencies and Percentages – Years as a Superintendent
Variable

Frequency

Percent

1-2

39

34.8

3-4

18

16.1

5-6
7+

14

12.5

34

30.4

Table 6
Frequencies and Percentages – Highest Degree Earned
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Bachelors
Masters

1

.9

61

54.5

PhD
EdD

4
39

3.6
34.8

Other

2

1.8

Table 7
Frequencies and Percentages – District Description
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Urban

13

11.6

Suburban

31

27.7

Rural

62

55.4

Table 8
Frequencies and Percentages – District Size
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Small (less than 5000)

72

64.3

Medium (5001-15,000)

26

23.2

Large (15,001-30,000)

4

3.6

Very Large (greater than 30,000)

5

4.5
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Superintendents were asked a variety of questions in regards to their competency
level of leadership skills and behaviors. Example questions included: Creating a strategic
plan to reach district goals, holding individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness
and building coalitions to reach district goals, embracing conflict to improve the district,
encouraging collaborative participation, involving others in a shared decision making
process, empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations, and encouraging
innovation and creativity among district employees.
Superintendents were asked to rate themselves for each question as excellent,
good, fair, or needs improvement. When assigning point values in SPSS, each selection
was given the following value: 1=excellent, 2=good, 3=fair or 4=needs improvement.
The mean, standard deviation, and number of respondents are represented in Table 9.
Interestingly, the mean for each question in the first section of the survey ranged between
1.2 and 1.7. This suggests that superintendents feel confident about their ability to engage
leadership skills and behaviors. Additionally, the standard deviation ranged from .47 to
.67. The variance between superintendents’ responses does not contrast by much, as
many superintendents felt that that they were either excellent or good at every leadership
skill and behavior. This is especially true for encouraging collaborative participation and
involving others in a shared decision making process.
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Table 9
Descriptive Statistics of Superintendent’s Leadership Skills and Behaviors
Variable
Creating a strategic plan to reach district
goals
Holding individuals accountable for
increasing effectiveness and building
coalitions to reach district goals
Embracing conflict to improve the district
Encouraging collaborative participation

Mean

Std. Deviation

N

1.6

.61

112

1.6

.64

112

1.7

.67

111

1.2

.47

111

.50

110

.60

111

.56

111

Involving others in a shared decision making
1.2
process
Empowering others to exceed district goals
1.5
and expectations
Encouraging innovation and creativity
1.5
among district employees

Interestingly, the opposite is also true. As seen in Table 10, very few
superintendents reported that they were “fair” or “need improvement” in leadership skills
and behaviors. Out of 112 superintendents, only 4.5% did not select “excellent” or
“good” for creating a strategic plan. Although this is somewhat surprising, the
superintendency is filled with individuals who have stood out amongst their peers or
worked hard to rise above the norm. In the process, superintendents have either
developed each of the skills surveyed in section one or they think more highly of their
abilities than perhaps their colleagues or board members might responded.
An additional consideration is the amount of time that superintendents spent
taking the survey. Times ranged from 1:39 to 35:29 and 65 superintendents spent five
minutes or less taking their survey. This may suggest that superintendents may have
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selected “excellent” and “good”, without giving much thought to whether or not their
response actually reflected their leadership skills and abilities.
Table 10
Frequencies and Percentages – Creating a Strategic Plan to Reach District Goals
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent

41

36.6

Good

66

58.9

Fair

3

2.7

Needs Improvement

2

1.8

Of all the questions that followed the pattern of “excellent” or “good”, embracing
conflict to improve the district was the most surprising. As displayed in Table 11, 88.4%
of superintendents responded that they feel comfortable, either “excellent” or “good”,
with embracing conflict to improve the district. This goes against research on leaders who
engage conflict. Although leaders engage in conflict out of necessity, there is little
connection that superintendents feel comfortable with it or openly embrace it. Thus, this
question had the most variance in superintendent responses, with 10.7% of
superintendents respond that they are “fair” or “need improvement” embracing conflict.
Table 11
Frequencies and Percentages – Embracing Conflict to Improve the District
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent

45

40.2

Good

54

48.2

Fair

11

9.8

Needs Improvement

1

.9
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Next, correlations were run to make predictions about why superintendents selfselected the responses they made for each survey question. Although correlations cannot
prove causal hypotheses, they may rule out potential theories about superintendent
responses.
Quantitative Data Addressing Research Question #1
Research Question #1: What is the leadership nature of the superintendency in
advancing student success? The following section provides examples and quantitative
data that show leadership factors that impact the superintendency when advancing
student success. Table 12 displays the significant correlations of the quantitative data.
More specifically, Table 12 displays significant correlations between creating a strategic
plan to reach district goals and factors impacting the leadership nature of the
superintendency in advancing student success.
Table 12
Significant Correlations with Creating a Strategic Plan to Reach District Goals
Significant Correlations with Creating a Strategic Plan to Reach
District Goals
Holding individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and
building coalitions to reach district goals
Embracing conflict to improve the district
Involving others in a shared decision making process
Encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees
Effectively communicating a shared district vision

r

Sig

Effect
Size

.428

p < .01

MedHigh

.317

p = .01

Med

.343

p < .01

Med

.223

p < .05

.442

p < .01

LowMed
MedHigh
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The correlation between variables creating a strategic plan to reach district goals and
involving others in a shared decision making process was medium significant, r(110) = .343, p <
.01. The correlation between variables creating a strategic plan to reach district goals and
encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees was low-medium significant,
r(111) = .223, p < .05. The correlation between variables creating a strategic plan to reach
district goals and effectively communicating a shared district vision was medium-high significant,
r(110) = .442, p < .01. There was not a significant correlation between creating a strategic plan to
reach district goals and encouraging collaborative participation. Table 13 displays significant
correlations found between holding individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and
building coalitions to reach district goals and factors impacting the leadership nature of the
superintendency in advancing student success.

Table 13
Significant Correlations with Holding Individuals Accountable for Increasing
Effectiveness and Building Coalitions to Reach District Goals
Significant Correlations with Holding Individuals Accountable for
Increasing Effectiveness and Building Coalitions to Reach District
Goals
Embracing conflict to improve the district
Encouraging collaborative participation
Involving others in a shared decision making process
Empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations
Encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees
Effectively communicating a shared district vision

r

Sig

Effect
Size

.461

p < .01

MedHigh

.345

p < .01

Med

.367

p < .01

Med

.363

p < .01

Med

.300

p = .01

Med

.424

p < .01

MedHigh
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The correlation between variables holding individuals accountable for increasing
effectiveness and building coalitions to reach district goals and embracing conflict to
improve the district was medium-high significant, r(111) = .461, p < .01. The correlation
between variables holding individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and
building coalitions to reach district goals and encouraging collaborative participation
was medium significant, r(111) = .345, p < .01. The correlation between variables
holding individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and building coalitions to
reach district goals and empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations was
medium significant, r(111) = .363, p < .01. The correlation between variables holding
individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and building coalitions to reach
district goals and effectively communicating a shared district vision was medium-high
significant, r(110) = .424, p < .01. Table 14 displays significant correlations found
between embracing conflict to improve the district and factors impacting the leadership
nature of the superintendency in advancing student success.
Table 14
Significant Correlations with Embracing Conflict to Improve the District
Significant Correlations with Embracing Conflict to Improve the
District
Encouraging collaborative participation
Empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations
Encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees
Effectively communicating a shared district vision

r

Sig

.245

p < .01

.299

p = .01

.282

p < .01

.300

p = .01

Effect
Size
LowMed
LowMed
LowMed
Med
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The correlation between variables with embracing conflict to improve the district
and empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations was low-medium significant,
r(111) = .299, p = .01. The correlation between variables with embracing conflict to
improve the district and effectively communicating a shared district vision was medium
significant, r(110) = .300, p = .01. There was not a significant correlation between
variables with embracing conflict to improve the district and involving others in a shared
decision making process. Table 15 displays significant correlations found between

encouraging collaborative participation and factors impacting the leadership nature of
the superintendency in advancing student success.
Table 15
Significant Correlations with Encouraging Collaborative Participation
Significant Correlations with Encouraging Collaborative
Participation
Involving others in a shared decision making process
Empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations
Encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees
Effectively communicating a shared district vision

r

Sig

.474

p < .01

.292

p < .01

.255

p < .01

.282

p < .01

Effect
Size
MedHigh
LowMed
LowMed
LowMed

The correlation between variables with encouraging collaborative participation
and involving others in a shared decision making process was medium-high significant,
r(110) = .474, p < .01. The correlation between variables with encouraging collaborative
participation and empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations was lowmedium significant, r(111) = .292, p < .01. The correlation between variables with
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encouraging collaborative participation and effectively communicating a shared district
vision was low-medium significant, r(110) = .282, p < .01. There was not a significant

correlation between variables with encouraging collaborative participation and creating
a strategic plan to reach district goals. Table 16 displays significant correlations found
between involving others in a shared decision making process and factors impacting the
leadership nature of the superintendency in advancing student success.
Table 16
Significant Correlations Involving Others in a Shared Decision Making Process
Significant Correlations Involving Others in a Shared Decision
Making Process
Empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations
Encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees
Effectively communicating a shared district vision

r

Sig

.425

p < .01

.207

p < .05

.343

p < .01

Effect
Size
MedHigh
LowMed
Med

The correlation between variables with involving others in a shared decision making
process and empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations was medium-high

significant, r(110) = .425, p < .01. The correlation between variables with involving others
in a shared decision making process and encouraging innovation and creativity among district
employees was low-medium significant, r(110) = .207, p < .05. The correlation between

variables with involving others in a shared decision making process and effectively
communicating a shared district vision was medium significant, r(109) = .343, p < .01.

There was not a significant correlation between variables with involving others in a shared
decision making process and embracing conflict to improve the district. Table 17 displays
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significant correlations found between empowering others to exceed district goals and
expectations and factors impacting the leadership nature of the superintendency in
advancing student success.
Table 17
Significant Correlations with Empowering Others to Exceed District Goals and
Expectations
r

Sig

Effect
Size

Encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees

.444

p < .01

MedHigh

Effectively communicating a shared district vision

.349

p < .01

Med

Significant Correlations with Empowering Others to Exceed District
Goals and Expectations

The correlation between variables with empowering others to exceed district goals
and expectations and encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees
was medium-high significant, r(111) = .444, p < .01. The correlation between variables
with empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations and effectively
communicating a shared district vision was medium significant, r(110) = .349, p < .01.
There was not a significant correlation between variables with empowering others to
exceed district goals and expectations and creating a strategic plan to reach district goals.
Qualitative Data Addressing Research Question #1
Qualitative data from the open-ended survey questions and individual interviews
both address Research Question #1: What is the leadership nature of the superintendency
in advancing student success? The following section provides examples and qualitative
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data and that show leadership themes that impact the superintendency when advancing
student success.
Theme: Collaboration. The qualitative data from the open ended survey questions
show that collaboration plays an integral role in a superintendent’s ability to work with
others for the betterment of student success. Of the 112 respondents, 22% of
superintendents noted that the job is daunting and bigger than any one person, and is
therefore necessary to collaborate with all stakeholders to accomplish district goals.
Sample written responses are shown below in Table 18.
Table 18
Example Comments Regarding Collaboration in Written Responses to Open-Ended
Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Collaboration in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
Conveying that decision making is shared.
Build collaborative leadership at all levels.
Visit schools and be on committees that include stakeholders like site principals and teacher
leaders to implement the goals.
Collaborate with stakeholders to identify the strategies necessary to accomplish the district goals.
It is ensuring that there is a consistency across the district, collaboration across the district, and a
common language and common knowledge so that everyone is moving forward.
Ability to collaborate with different representative groups to move toward the same goals and
outcomes.
The work is more important than any one person.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that collaboration plays
an important part in the leadership nature of the superintendency when advancing student
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success. Superintendents indicated that they view collaboration as an important tool to
have in a superintendent’s toolbox. As human beings who are built for human interaction,
superintendents noted that this work cannot be done alone. Some respondents also
pointed to the damage that can be done in a district when superintendents do not
collaborate and lead from a strictly authoritative approach. Sample interview responses
are shown below in Table 19.
Table 19
Interview Comments Regarding Collaboration
Interview Comments Regarding Collaboration
I'm hoping that the foundation and the systems will be in place that are so collaboratively shared
leadership driven and trust built that when they decide to even post a position for superintendent;
when they interview, the first thing they say is, ‘tell me what you know about systems and how
are you going to build upon this’.
I also think that you need to have a collaborative set of tools in your toolbox because I really
think that in the school districts that I've served as superintendent and also as County
Superintendent, you have to have the ability to collaborate effectively with others.
I think collaboration…you can’t do this alone and your ego better be okay with telling people I
don't know what I'm doing because you just can't just do it all…you've got to be able to ask and
be open and get input and really collaborate and to be willing to say, ‘hey, what is your opinion
on this’?
I have literally watched entire district organizations live in fear because there was no
collaboration and when that person left the damage that was left behind was so devastating that
they brought in someone to heal that district.
You can keep them together in that team setting so that they can accomplish a lot more than they
can when they're working in isolation from one another.

Theme: Vision. The qualitative data from the open ended survey questions show that a
superintendent’s ability to create and cast a vision for a school district plays an integral
role in a superintendent’s ability to lead for student success. Of the 112 respondents, 17%
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of superintendents noted that having a vision is paramount to leadership. Additionally, a
superintendent must have the ability to articulate his or her vision so that they can help
inspire and motivate others to reach their vision. Sample written responses are shown
below in Table 20.
Table 20
Example Comments Regarding Vision in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
Example Comments Regarding Vision in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Ability to hold, articulate, and sustain the vision and mission of your district.
Being visionary and not tied to a stale strategic plan.
The ability to create a healthy organization that shares a vision and commitment to continuous
improvement and shared ownership.
Setting a clear vision and inspiring others to achieve the vision and the goals.
It is critical that the superintendent have the ability to clearly communicate a compelling vision
for the school district.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that vision plays a
crucial role in the leadership nature of the superintendency when advancing student
success. Superintendents emphasized the importance of bringing groups together through
their vision and being able to do so by formulating and articulating a vision. One’s ability
to bring students and staff together makes for a cohesive team environment where
teammates can constantly reflect and articulate the reason why they are working so hard.
One respondent went as far as to say that student success begins with a superintendent,
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being the keeper and guardian of the vision for the district and for students. Sample
interview responses are shown below in Table 21.
Table 21
Interview Comments Regarding Vision
Interview Comments Regarding Vision
There is nothing more exciting than bringing a group of people together, one vision, one cause,
and supporting and watching a child succeed who had all odds stacked against them.
You have to have the ability to collaborate effectively with others and form a cohesive team that
has a shared vision and mission.
Maintaining and developing a vision for the district and keeping everyone’s eye on the prize, I
think, is critical.
Someone who is clear in their vision so that everyone knows what that person stands for…you
cannot lead if no one knows what you stand for.
The superintendent’s role in advancing student success, I believe, it's all about being the keeper
and the founder of the vision. It's my job to create the roadmap; not create, but empower and
build.

Theme: Communication. The qualitative data from the open ended survey
questions show that a superintendent’s ability to communicate across a school district and
community is an important factor when leading for student success. Of the 112
respondents, 4% of superintendents noted that the ability to communicate is vital to
leading others. Additionally, a superintendent must have a willingness to communicate
often, to the point of over-communicating. Since communication is a two-way process,
superintendents noted the importance of taking stakeholder feedback into consideration
when communicating. Finally, superintendents noted the importance of communicating
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with the focus of student success and achievement at the forefront of their
communication. Sample written responses are shown below in Table 22.
Table 22
Example Comments Regarding Communication in Written Responses to Open-Ended
Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Communication in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
Communicate often and be visible.
Communication is critical along with feedback from participants.
Communicate clearly and ultimately have to be tied to students and their achievement.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that communication is
crucial to the leadership nature of the superintendency when advancing student success.
Superintendents emphasized the importance of communicating and over communicating
intensions and expectations so that all stakeholders are on the same page. Superintendents
also noted the importance of communicating on behalf of students and the importance of
the skill because of the different audiences that have to receive communication. One
respondent went as far as to say that she is an introvert and that she had a difficult time
standing up in front of massive crowds to communicate. However, she also noted that if
you are like her, you better figure out the art of communication and grow in that area in
order to lead, persuade, and model effective leadership. Another respondent noted the
importance of understanding systems in order to properly communicate with district
stakeholders. Sample interview responses are shown below in Table 23.
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Table 23
Interview Comments Regarding Communication
Interview Comments Regarding Communication
So a lot of it is the fine art of communication, persuasion, inquiry, opinion, and really modeling
yourself as a thought leader around public education so that people know what you stand for.
But communication skills, you have to be really organized. I think you have to understand how
systems work.
I learned a lot how important it is from the very beginning to over communicate what it is you're
doing.
I would also say communication skills are extremely important because when you're trying to
further student performance and success, you need to be able to communicate effectively with a
whole host of different audiences and stakeholders. You need to make it very clear in whatever
way works best with which ever audience you are working with so that they have a good
understanding of why you are so committed to improving success with the tools that you are
using to go there.
The communication around that, those skills were key to learning how to message what successes
my organization was having and what we needed to do, which was advocate for the needs of
students.
Superintendents need to have amazing communication skills. If you're an introvert, you better
learn how to be an extrovert. I am a very shy person. I am an introvert, but I have learned to be an
extrovert or to act like one.

Theme: Building Relationships. The qualitative data from the open ended survey
questions show that a superintendent’s ability to build positive relationships is an
important factor of the superintendency when leading for student success. Of the 112
respondents, 11% of superintendents noted that the ability to foster and develop positive
working relationships is central to the leadership nature of the superintendency.
Superintendents also noted that the ability to build effective relationships is at the core of
all leadership work. Respondents referred to trust as the essential element to relationship
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building and its importance to the superintendency when cultivating student success.
Superintendents also noted that relationships can and should be harnessed to focus on the
human capacity that exists within school districts. Sample written responses are shown
below in Table 24.
Table 24
Example Comments Regarding Building Relationships in Written Responses to OpenEnded Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Building Relationships in Written Responses to Open-Ended
Survey Questions
Building relationships is at the core of all leadership work. The ability to establish and maintain
positive relationships with all groups which comprise your school community is the foundation
upon which one can build the trust needed to bring about positive change.
Building meaningful working relationships with all stakeholders.
The ability to foster and develop positive working relationships is key.
This type of leader must be able to see at the macro level and use relationships to focus the
organization and utilize the human capacity of those working in the organization.
Ability to empathize and build strong and trusting relationships.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that building
relationships is integral to the leadership nature of the superintendency when advancing
student success. Some superintendents noted that they valued relationships above any
other thing in their sphere of influence. One superintendent noted his experience with
having to fire tenured teachers who were bad for students and leading through a districtwide strike and the impact that it had on the relationships between the various
stakeholders. That same superintendent noted that leading in a way where there is a value
and emphasis placed on building positive relationships is the best way to lead. One
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respondent stressed the importance of building relationships by encouraging new
superintendents to spend the first few months primarily focusing on building and
sustaining working relationships with key stakeholders and other superintendents. Sample
interview responses are shown below in Table 25.
Table 25
Interview Comments Regarding Relationships
Interview Comments Regarding Relationships
I was able to reflect back on what really is important to me: a contract is not important to me;
relationships are important to me.
I talk with current and new administrators about the ability to listen and build relationships. Sit on
your hands, bite your tongue, be strategic, and I tell people constantly to build relationships.
The most important thing is to build positive networks. It is a lonely job and there are times, even
if you are fortunate enough to have a fabulous cabinet, when everything rests on your shoulders
and you better be ready to take responsibility. That is very lonely, at times, because you know it's
heavy on your shoulders no matter who you put on something, it is ultimately you. So really take
the time to build relationships with other superintendents around you.
If you do experience that, you really appreciate leading in a different way and that district 30
years later is still suffering from that account of relationship between management and labor.
The first thing that I did with my first few months was literally go around and meet other
superintendents in this area. I would go out to lunch and have a drink and make connections so
that when the questions came, and boy did they come, I would have multiple people to go to.

Theme: Acquisition of Experience and Knowledge. The qualitative data from the
open ended survey questions show that a superintendent’s ability to acquire as much
experience and knowledge as possible is an important factor of the superintendency when
leading for student success. Of the 112 respondents, 8% of superintendents mentioned
experience and knowledge as important skills necessary for the leadership nature of the
superintendency. Superintendents noted that this acquisition could be as simple as
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understanding the culture and climate in which they are leading. Respondents noted that
once experience and knowledge is acquired, it is also important to train stakeholders so
that knowledge is passed onto stakeholders. One superintendent noted that such training
could be done through creativity, foresight, and analytical thinking so that training is
done in a thoughtful and systematic way. Sample written responses are shown below in
Table 26.
Table 26
Example Comments Regarding Acquisition of Experience and Knowledge in Written
Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Acquiring Acquisition of Experience and Knowledge in Written
Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Listen, learn, and understand the culture.
Learn the organization and culture first.
Training of all stakeholders.
Foresight, creativity, and analytical thinking.
Training, experience, confidence, energy.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that acquiring
experience and knowledge is important to the leadership nature of the superintendency
when advancing student success. Some superintendents noted that it is not necessary for a
superintendent to know everything, but it is important to keep an open mind in order to
see what successes are happening inside and outside of their district. Some respondents
noted the importance of learning through failure and how that should also be encouraged
from the classroom all the way up to the district office. One aspect of modeling learning
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from failures is being competent enough to know what to communicate and when to
communicate with stakeholders. One respondent noted that the best way to do this is by
continuously modeling a growth mindset and never losing sight of being a student.
Sample interview responses are shown below in Table 27.
Table 27
Interview Comments Regarding Experience and Knowledge
Interview Comments Regarding Experience and Knowledge
Not having all the answers, but being willing to keep your eye open and always keep your ears
open. Not only for the latest fad, but also what's out there, what the trends look like, and what
successes are happening.
I would probably say that I made some really big bad mistakes in my first year. I just did. Some
they could have ridden me out on a rail. Sometimes you have to realize that what you say can
come back to bite you. So I learned what to say and when to bite my tongue.
A superintendent needs to communicate competence and knowledge of current trends and best
instructional practices, metrics, instructional strategies, professional development, recruitment
and so on.
The first step is always being a student. I am a male. I am a November baby. I am part of that
younger kindergarten group that started early and I was very small in size, so you know there
were people who thought that I couldn’t do certain things. I always had to try harder. Both of my
parents were educators, so I have been around education and schools my entire life. So that had
an impact on me seeing the experiences that my parents had as teachers and as administrators.

Theme: Navigation of Politics. The qualitative data from the open ended survey
questions show that a superintendent’s ability to navigate the political nature of the
superintendency is crucial for success when leading students. Of the 112 respondents, 8%
of superintendents mentioned navigating the political nature of the superintendency.
Respondents noted that a superintendent must be politically savvy in order to be effective
when making changes and creating environments that allow for students to thrive and be
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successful. Respondents also noted that superintendents must possess the ability to see
multiple perspectives in order to engage and navigate the varying political arenas. Sample
written responses are shown below in Table 28.
Table 28
Example Comments Regarding Navigating Politics in Written Responses to Open-Ended
Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Navigating Politics in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
Ability to understand your school community and work in a myriad of different political arenas.
A leader needs to understand the external political trend of the organization in order to effect
strategic change.
Patience and political savvy.
Ability to see multiple perspectives, understand organizational, educational, and political realities.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that political navigation
is an integral part of the leadership nature of the superintendency, when advancing
student success. Some superintendents noted the importance of politics due to the impact
that it has on the entire organization. One superintendent noted that her mentor gave her
advice that she would not make it as a superintendent if she did not cultivate the skill of
being more politically aware. One respondent noted that he had the ability to select his
position as superintendent. He had such a bad experience in his first tenure as a
superintendent that he left the country and took some time off until he found a position
that better suited him. He noted that finding a superintendent position that was the right
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fit was the best way to survive the political nature of the superintendency. Sample
interview responses are shown below in Table 29.
Table 29
Interview Comments Regarding Navigating Politics
Interview Comments Regarding Navigating Politics
I mean it's so I am able to withstand the nonsense of the political nature of the superintendency
and affect student achievement because I've chosen a set of working conditions that truly are a
match between my disposition and the ethos of the school district.
The assistant superintendent who was there, who later became my superintendent, took me under
her wing and said, ‘I am going to help you with the piece that you are really bad at.’ And that was
being a political change agent, because I always said that I am not a political person. She said,
‘well you damn well better learn how to be one or you are never going to make it.’
I sharpened my political skills; you have to when doing bargaining because that is all political.
His desire for me was to see the bigger picture and to look at how one department affects the
other and how it affects the entire organization.

Theme: Listening and Reflecting. The qualitative data from the open ended survey
questions show that a superintendent’s ability to listen and reflect are vital skills that are
necessary for the superintendency when leading for student success. Of the 112
respondents, 8% of superintendents noted the importance of listening and reflecting. One
respondent noted the importance of not being driven by personalities in the
superintendency; rather, being driven by a constant state of listening to stakeholders and
reflecting upon the information reported. Other respondents encouraged superintendents
to create cultures where conversation is invited where stakeholders know that there are
many willing ears that will listen. One superintendent pointed out the importance of
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action once reflection and listening has occurred. Sample written responses are shown
below in Table 30.
Table 30
Example Comments Regarding Listening and Reflection in Written Responses to OpenEnded Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Listening and Reflection in Written Responses to Open-Ended
Survey Questions
Create a system that is not personality driven, but rather driven by continuous reflection and
action.
Listening and consistency.
Strong communication skills; the ability to listen; and patience with the process of leadership.
Listen, learn, understand the culture, and invite conversation.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show the importance of
listening and reflecting when advancing student success. One superintendent alluded to
the fact that a superintendent is the head instructional leader and should model
expectations from the top by listening. Another superintendent reported that
superintendents should lead with compassion and one way to do so is through the art of
listening. One respondent noted that superintendents need to not only communicate well
but communicate by listening as well. Sample interview responses are shown below in
Table 31.
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Table 31
Interview Comments Regarding Listening and Reflection
Interview Comments Regarding Listening and Reflection
You need to be a model listener, even when no one wants to listen.
You need to be the listener. You need to be the compassionate leader.
You have got to have good communication skills and that includes all the stuff that goes with it
like listening, and I mean really listening.

Summary of Data Addressing Research Question #1
This section examines the quantitative and qualitative data analysis which
addressed Research Question #1: What is the leadership nature of the superintendency in
advancing student success? Data from Pearson analysis and correlations suggests
superintendents think highly of their knowledge and ability in regards to leadership and
skills. Additionally, there is a significantly med-high correlation between creating a
strategic plan to reach district goals and holding individuals accountable for increasing
their effectiveness; holding individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and
building coalitions to reach district goals, embracing conflict to improve the district, and
effectively communicating a shared district vision; involving others in a shared decisionmaking process and empowering others to exceed district goals and expectations.
Additionally, there was a medium correlation between holding individuals accountable
for increasing effectiveness and building coalitions to reach district goals and
encouraging collaborative participation; creating a strategic plan to reach district goals
and embracing conflict to improve the district. There was a low to medium significance
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between encouraging innovation and creativity among district employees; encouraging
collaborative participation and empowering others to exceed district goals and
expectations.
These correlations were reinforced by the qualitative data collected from written
survey questions and superintendent interview transcripts which were transcribed and
analyzed. The following themes emerged as influencing the leadership nature of the
superintendency when advancing student success: collaboration, vision, communication,
building positive relationships, acquiring knowledge and experience, navigating politics,
and listening and reflecting.
Quantitative Data Addressing Research Question #2
Research Question #2: What are the existing training gaps in preparing qualified
superintendents?
The following section provides examples and quantitative data that show the gaps
that exist when preparing qualified superintendents.
Superintendents were asked to consider a number of statements in regards to
existing training gaps in preparing qualified superintendents. Superintendents were asked
to read through a number of examples that required them to assess their preparation for
the superintendency. Example statements included: Academic programs, workshops,
leadership institutes, conferences, mentoring, presentations, and on the job experience.
Superintendents were asked to rate the level of importance of each statement as
very important, important, somewhat important, or not important. When assigning point
values in SPSS, each selection was given the following value: 1= very important, 2=
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important, 3= somewhat important or 4= not important. The mean, standard deviation,
and number of respondents are represented in Table 32.
Interestingly, the mean for each statement in the second section of the survey
ranged between approximately 1.1 and 2.7. This range suggests that superintendents feel
as though the statements listed were mostly “very important” or “important”. The
standard deviation ranged from .39 to .79. This suggests that the variance between
superintendent responses contrasted depending on the method of superintendent
preparation. For example, although the mean of superintendent responses indicated that
academic programs where “important” in preparing them for the superintendency, there
was a variance in responses on the part of superintendents. This could possibly be
explained by the fact that 38.4% of superintendents have a doctorate degree and 54.5%
have their Master’s degree. It can also vary based on the type of school each
superintendent attended and the instruction they received. Perhaps certain superintendents
that earned their doctoral degree did not feel as prepared by their program as other
superintendents in differing programs.
Table 32
Descriptive Statistics of Existing Training Gaps in Preparing Qualified Superintendents
Variable

Mean

Std. Deviation

N

Academic programs

2.0

.79

109

Workshops

2.4

.66

107

Leadership institutes

1.8

.77

108

Conferences

2.3

.70

109

Mentoring

1.5

.68

107

Presentations

2.7

.69

109

On the job experience

1.1

.39

109
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This variance can be seen more clearly in Table 33, where approximately 25% of
superintendents (n=28) said that academic programs were very important; whereas,
approximately 45.5% (n=51) said that academic programs were important. The remaining
superintendents, 24.1% (n=27) and 2.7% (n=3) noted that academic programs were
somewhat important or not important at all.
Table 33
Frequencies and Percentages – Academic Programs
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Very Important

28

25.0

Important

51

45.5

Somewhat Important

27

24.1

Not Important

3

2.7

Interestingly, this data contrasts with the number of superintendents who thought
that on-the-job experience was either “very important” or “important”. Very few
superintendents (n=2) thought that on-the-job experience was “somewhat important” and
no superintendents (n=0) responded that on-the-job experience is “not important” at all.
More specifically, Table 34 shows that approximately 95.5% of superintendents
responded that on-the-job experience is either “important” or “very important”. This may
explain the discrepancy noted between how superintendents felt about their leadership
skills and abilities and the gaps in superintendent preparation. Although superintendents
come into the position feeling ill-equipped for their role, the data below suggests that
superintendents learn important applicable skills and abilities on the job. Since
approximately 51% of superintendents who took this survey were in their first four years
of the superintendency, the learning curve is high and superintendents must be getting the
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training that they need if superintendents are able to admit gaps in preparation while still
feeling confident enough to acknowledge that they are “excellent” or “good” at most of
the leadership skills and behaviors surveyed in this study.
Table 34
Frequencies and Percentages – On-the-Job Experience
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Very Important

97

86.6

Important

10

8.9

Somewhat Important

2

1.8

Not Important

0

0

According to responses in Table 35, mentoring is one way that superintendents
are able to gain on-the-job-experience and training that they need to be successful and
combat superintendent turnover. Interestingly, approximately 85.7% of superintendents
responded that mentoring is either “very important” or “important”. This suggests that
mentoring plays an important role in preparing superintendents since zero
superintendents reported that mentoring is “not important”.
Table 35
Frequencies and Percentages – Mentoring
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Very Important

67

59.8

Important

29

25.9

Somewhat Important

11

9.8

Not Important

0

0

Table 36 displays the significant correlations in relation to the training gaps that
exist in preparing superintendents. Table 36 displays significant correlations found
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between academic programs and gaps that exist when preparing qualified
superintendents.
Table 36
Significant Correlations with Academic Programs
Significant Correlations with Academic Programs
Workshops
Conferences
Presentations

r

Sig

.336

p < .01

.240

p < .05

.373

p < .01

Effect
Size
Med
LowMed

Med

The correlation between variables with workshops and academic programs was
medium significant, r(107) = .336, p < .01. The correlation between variables with
conferences and academic programs was low-medium significant, r(109) = .240, p < .05.
The correlation between variables with presentations and academic programs was
medium significant, r(109) = .373, p < .01. There was no significant correlation between
variables with academic programs and mentoring. Additionally, there was a negative
correlation between academic programs and on the job experience, r(109) = -.141.
Table 37 displays significant correlations between workshops and gaps that exist
when preparing qualified superintendents.
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Table 37
Significant Correlations with Workshops
Significant Correlations with Workshops

Effect
Size
MedHigh

r

Sig

Leadership institutes

.477

p < .01

Conferences

.702

p < .01

High

Presentations

.404

p < .01

MedHigh

The correlation between variables with leadership institutes and workshops was
significant, r(107) = .477, p < .01. The correlation between variables with conferences
and workshops was significant, r(107) = .702, p < .01. The correlation between variables
with presentations and workshops was significant, r(107) = .404, p < .01. There was no
significant correlation between variables with workshops and mentoring. There was a
negative correlation between workshops and on the job experience, r(107) = -.018.
Table 38 displays significant correlations between leadership institutes and gaps
that exist when preparing qualified superintendents.
Table 38
Significant Correlations with Leadership Institutes
Significant correlations with Leadership Institutes

r

Sig

Conferences

.442

p < .01

Presentations

.216

p < .05

Effect
Size
MedHigh
LowMed
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The correlation between variables with conferences and leadership institutes was
significant, r(108) = .442, p < .01. The correlation between variables with presentations
and leadership institutes was significant, r(108) = .216, p < .05.
Table 39 displays significant correlations between mentoring and gaps that exist
when preparing qualified superintendents.
Table 39
Significant Correlations with Mentoring
Significant Correlations with Mentoring

r

Sig

Presentations

.280

p < .01

On the job experience

.261

p < .01

Effect
Size
LowMed
LowMed

The correlation between variables with presentations and mentoring was
significant, r(107) = .280, p < .01. The correlation between variables with on the job
experience and mentoring was significant, r(107) = .261, p < .01. There was no
significant correlation between variables with mentoring and leadership institutes and
conferences.
Qualitative Data Addressing Research Question #2
Qualitative data from the open-ended survey questions and individual interviews
both address Research Question #2: What are the existing training gaps in preparing
qualified superintendents? The following section provides examples and qualitative data
that demonstrate the themes of training gaps in preparing qualified leaders for the
superintendency.
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Theme: Budgeting and School Finance. The qualitative data from the open ended
survey questions show that budgeting and school finance are a missing element when
preparing leaders for the superintendency. Of the 112 respondents, 22% of
superintendents noted that budget and finance training is lacking for superintendents. One
superintendent noted that they did not care if the training was linked to schooling or
similar to ones that large institutions do. Another superintendent noted the importance of
budgetary and fiduciary knowledge is paramount because every decision has a financial
impact on students. Sample written responses are shown below in Table 40.
Table 40
Example Comments Regarding Budgeting and School Finance References in Written
Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Budgeting and School Finance References in Written Responses
to Open-Ended Survey Questions
A better understanding of the budget of a district.
All the decisions we make and goals we want to achieve have a budgetary factor associated with
them. I believe potential superintendents should look for training that strengthen areas where they
have little experience.
Budgeting. Leadership in an ever changing landscape.
The school finance in California is still confounding.
I wish that I would have had more training and experience with budgets and finances of large
institutions.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that budgeting and
financial training skills are lacking classes when preparing educational leaders for the
superintendency. Some superintendents noted the importance of having to learn skills
such as budgeting and finance on their own because previous training was not provided
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for them. One superintendent noted that it is important to have a baseline understanding
of finance because although a chief financial officer needs to be empowered to do their
job, a superintendent can lose their job if they are not fiscally solvent. Every
superintendent interviewed mentioned that this was an area of major importance, and one
that could quickly lead to the end of their job, and yet they did not feel as though their
training was adequate. Although they had some on the job training as a principal, many
stated that a district budget is a big leap. One superintendent referred to finances as the
grease that keeps the district going and four superintendents connected the importance of
the gap of finances to student achievement. Sample interview responses are shown below
in Table 41.
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Table 41
Interview Comments Regarding Budgeting and School Finance
Interview Comments Regarding Budgeting and School Finance
You have experts on your team and you need to know enough when you hire so that you know
how to spot experts and you need to know who your CBO is because to me the person who you
really want to make sure has your back is your CBO because that is how you get fired. If you are
not fiscally solvent in your district, you and your CBO basically need to write your resignation.
I also think that for most people who are trained educators and who come up through the teaching
site level and potentially district-level experience to the superintendency that often times the
biggest gap that people have is in the fiscal and budgetary realm.
A lot of the finance pieces I’ve learned myself because I was just deeply interested in them and I
knew that was kind of the grease that kept things going. A lot of the things that I had to do as a
principal helped me to become a superintendent things like enrollment projections, staffing
projections; master schedule at the secondary level… Those were pieces that I didn't think
preservice training really offered.
The bigger role starts to play where the nexus of fiscal oversight and student achievement and
how it is that you are spending district dollars. How are your fiscal decisions going to impact
student achievement? As a site principal, I really had a small percentage of that and even though I
was given a budget that was pretty much it. Now I'm at the head of that, so it is really looking at
that nexus of the fiscal oversight and how does that impact student achievement.
Every dollar you spend should be supporting your students in one way or another.

Theme: Board Relationships. The qualitative data from the open ended survey
questions show that board relationships are missing elements when preparing leaders for
the superintendency. Of the 112 respondents, 18% of superintendents noted that training
regarding board relationships are lacking for superintendents. Responses ranged from
training to working with boards, to preparing board agendas, to dealings with diverse
personalities that have different agendas. Sample written responses are shown below in
Table 42.
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Table 42
Example Comments Regarding Board Relationships in Written Responses to Open-Ended
Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Board Relationships in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
Working with a diverse school board.
Board policy, board relations, and negotiations.
Creating board agendas and running board meetings.
Training for dealing with the board.
Managing a school board.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show training on board
relationships are lacking when preparing leaders for the superintendency. One
superintendent referred to working with board members as having to babysit their boss.
Another superintendent noted that although nothing can prepare you for a five-headed
boss that has different agendas, more training is necessary. Additionally, a superintendent
commented on the discord that can happen between laypersons overseeing a district that
they do not necessarily have expertise in is a really awkward and interesting position to
be in without the proper skills and training. Sample interview responses are shown below
in Table 43.
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Table 43
Interview Comments Regarding Board Relationships
Interview Comments Regarding Board Relationships
People who are stuck between trying to babysit the board and all the constituents and all that, they
are not happy.
Nothing that I've done prior to becoming a superintendent really prepares you for the fact that
each of these people has an agenda and they may not all match.
I happened to be in a current situation with a lot of board discord and my board members do not
get along. That is a really awkward place to be in because they are my bosses.
Board members are laypeople. They may be an attorney out in the world, a pilot, but they are not
educators. So as a five member board, who are collectively my bosses, they may or may not have
an understanding around education.
I wish I would've known more about board relationships.

Theme: Mentoring and Networking. The qualitative data from the open ended
survey questions show that Mentoring and Networking are missing elements when
preparing leaders for the superintendency. Of the 112 respondents, 14% of
superintendents noted that training focused on mentoring and networking are lacking for
superintendents. Responses ranged from mentoring in the first year, to courageous
conversations with a small working group of other superintendents, to job shadowing, to
mentoring programs. Many superintendents mentioned the importance of mentoring due
to the complex nature of the superintendency. Sample written responses are shown below
in Table 44.
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Table 44
Example Comments Regarding Mentoring and Networking in Written Responses to
Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Mentoring and Networking in Written Responses to
Open-Ended Survey Questions
Handling multiple priorities and crisis management. These are best learned with mentors and
colleagues.
It is a complex job and more demanding and multi-faceted than I could have expected.
Mentoring helped me.
A mentor for the first year of a new superintendency will make it very effective. Networking with
peers is a critical part of understanding and growth.
More mentoring to improve practice to face limitations and have those courageous discussions on
improvement.
Small group work with Superintendents.
I would have liked more shadowing and much more mentoring.
Mentoring programs would be very useful in supporting me in this area.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show training on mentoring
and networking are lacking when preparing qualified leaders for the superintendency.
One superintendent alluded to the fact that superintendents have to work hard to identify
their own mentors, which points to the lack of direction that aspiring superintendents are
faced with during their preparatory years. Additionally, every superintendent interviewed
gave credit to a mentor relationship that helped better prepare them once in the
superintendency, and wished they had even more access to quality mentorship prior to
ascending to the superintendency. One superintendent credited her survival as a
superintendent to her mentor and coach, and further, she recommended one of each for
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specific purposes. Another superintendent mentioned the enormity of the job and the
necessity of mentors and networking to help keep the job and life in balance with each
other. Leadership programs are not providing such classes or opportunities. Sample
interview responses are shown below in Table 45.
Table 45
Interview Comments Regarding Mentoring and Networking
Interview Comments Regarding Mentoring and Networking
Well, I will say that I have been very, very fortunate and very, very lucky that I have had really
good mentors. I would say that for anyone who wants to be a superintendent, mentorship and
coaching is the key.
You need to work and identify mentors. And whether they were mentors or coaches I am no sure.
Who knows, but they were people in my life who I could pick up the phone, even today, and say
how do you do this or how do you manage that?
I had a mentor who was a superintendent. He was a mentor and really took me under his wing,
but I had the ability to watch him and see what his secret sauce was. One piece of advice would
be to find a mentor who is either doing the work or doing like work. It could even be a business
person or someone else. Watch them very carefully and watch what they do, watch what they
read, listen to what they say, have an interview like this to find out what makes them tick.
Be very humble, be a learner, pay attention to work life balance, and take care of yourself the best
you can because the job will beat you up. It's a very demanding and difficult job and you will go
into denial about it, but sometimes you can't see it so you need to find a mentor or partner to talk
to and help you see from the outside what is happening with you and the dynamics.
I could not survive this job if I did not have a mentor and a coach, and those are two different
things. My coach coaches me. He says, ‘have you thought about this, and have you thought about
that?’ He is actually coaching me. My mentor is someone who I can blow off steam with. He is
someone who I can say all the bubble thoughts to because the superintendent cannot say bubble
thoughts to just anyone.
You could go to every ACSA academy that gives you the information, but unless you have
people who will mentor you and coach you, you are not going to make it.

Theme: Educational Training and Professional Development. The qualitative data
from the open ended survey questions show that educational training and professional
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development are a missing element when preparing leaders for the superintendency. Of
the 112 respondents, 10% of superintendents noted that they wished they had more
training involving education or professional development. Six percent of survey
respondents mentioned pursuing a doctoral degree, either they already had or wished that
they had done so. Nine percent mentioned wishing they had access to leadership
academies prior to ascending to the superintendency. One superintendent commented on
the importance of more training around creativity in order to lead in a different manner
than he had been trained. Sample written responses are shown below in Table 46.
Table 46
Example Comments Regarding Educational Training and Professional Development in
Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Educational Training and Professional Development in
Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
I studied educational leadership as a doctoral student. I wish I had pursued my doctorate earlier
in my career.
Learning that traditional superintendents are not prepared to lead for creativity and join a small
group who is leading this reform.
Attending a leadership institute prior to becoming superintendent.
It is a complex job and more demanding and multi-faceted than I could have expected. You do
have to seek the information you are lacking in as no one program can fully prepare anyone for
the job.

Actual leadership workshops.
Attending specific ACSA conferences and SSC workshops.
Additional training in specific subject matter instructional techniques. The best training was the
doctoral program through USC, followed by the ACSA academies in personnel and finance. The
annual superintendent’s symposium is valuable as well.
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The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show educational training and
professional development are lacking when preparing qualified leaders for the
superintendency. One superintendent alluded to the fact that educational programs are
focusing training on the wrong things and a larger emphasis needs to be placed on
leadership training and how to effectively lead people. Additionally, another
superintendent commented on the importance of training in how to work with people.
Another respondent spoke about her experience in a doctoral program and how it
dramatically shaped her leadership ability as a superintendent. Unfortunately, she had to
seek out and pay for her own training, as it was not part of a program. Many
superintendents noted reforms are needed in its current state. This should not be the case
because one superintendent commented that there is a disconnect between higher
education and their profession. Another superintendent added that some professors are so
far removed from the classroom and current trends that they no longer have applicable
experience other than what they read in books. There were mixed opinions on the value
of what is being taught in higher education and within leadership institutes on the part of
superintendents. Some found them to be extremely valuable while others doubted the
content. There was, however, unanimity around the needed for more training prior to
becoming a superintendent. Sample interview responses are shown below in Table 47.
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Table 47
Interview Comments Regarding Educational Training and Professional Development
Interview Comments Regarding Educational Training and Professional Development
I think we cannot continue to churn out these administrator programs. Even though I go speak at
them, I don't ever talk about ed. code compliance or policies. I constantly talk about how you are
going to lead your people into this new era of education through leadership, because you can plan
out code and all that stuff over and over but you've got to make these training grounds about
leading and education.
I think this nation needs to think about how it educates and provides professional development to
not only teachers and then to site administrators; not just to manage their site but to learn how to
deal with people and learn how to work with people.
The doctoral program that I spent time in gave me quite a bit of insight into who I am as a person
and a leader. We spent a bulk of our time studying transformational leadership and so identifying
what characteristics I had already and what I wanted to grow into guided me in my work.
I think the biggest gap is in higher education because there is no or little connection, I believe,
between college professors and practitioners. If you happen to get a practitioner who is retired
and they are teaching college classes, they are a traditionalist and they have been embedded in the
dogma for so long that they can't think outside of it. So now you have young people in the
profession being taught by old people who don't know the profession.
I know in California we don't provide the kind of professional development for anybody in
education like the private industry does. At IBM when you get hired, you don't start your job, you
go to school to learn the IBM way and you can get professional development on the company's
dime.
I make that point because we primarily have principals teaching principals, superintendents
teaching superintendents, and college professors who have no idea except for what the literature
says. What if we began to bring entrepreneurs in as executive coaches to superintendents rather
than people inside of our practice? If I had $1 million, I would hire an entrepreneur for a year to
teach me how to be an entrepreneur rather than a superintendent teaching me how to be a
superintendent.
I think another big disconnect that I am finding in California is in the professional organization of
ACSA. I think ACSA is an impediment to professional growth and that ACSA truly at the end of
the day is more of a hidden superintendent's union than it is a professional development activity.

Theme: Curriculum and Instruction. The qualitative data from the open ended
survey questions show that superintendents desired more training around curriculum and
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instruction when preparing for the superintendency. Of the 112 respondents, 4% of
superintendents noted that they wished they had more training involving curriculum and
instruction. One superintendent commented on the importance of more training around
curriculum prior to the superintendency, because superintendents are not as effective, in
her opinion, if they do not have curriculum and instruction training. Since
superintendents are the instructional leaders of the district, and ultimately are held
accountable for district scores, one superintendent pointed out the need to have training
that connects curriculum to assessments. Sample written responses are shown below in
Table 48.
Table 48
Example Comments Regarding Curriculum and Instruction in Written Responses to OpenEnded Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Curriculum and Instruction in Written Responses to
Open-Ended Survey Questions
Since I was a curriculum person prior to being a superintendent, it was easier for me to transition
into this role. Superintendents without curriculum experience are not as effective.
Curriculum alignment to assessments.
I believe potential superintendents should look for training that strengthens areas where they have
little experience, whether that be HR, instruction, budget, etc.
Budget, human resources, curriculum.
Additional training in specific subject matter instructional techniques.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that preparation is
lacking in the area of curriculum and instruction when preparing qualified leaders for the
superintendency. Two superintendents alluded to the type of leaders that are trained,
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prepared, and replicate the training they experienced, rather than thinking about how to
engage some of the most difficult disengaged students. All eight interviewees discussed
the importance of training in curriculum and instruction in response to the shift in
standards-based educational reform. Since education is based on what students walk
away understanding, superintendents stressed the importance of keeping curriculum,
instruction, teaching and learning at the forefront of leadership preparation. Sample
interview responses are shown below in Table 49.
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Table 49
Interview Comments Regarding Curriculum and Instruction
Interview Comments Regarding Curriculum and Instruction
I didn’t like high school very much. I played high school basketball, but high school didn't really
turn me on. I think a lot of times, even right now going into this big state curriculum thing, we
keep a lot of people who drive our standards and our instruction who actually loved high school.
They went off to college and studied English and then went right back into the public schools.
I think that is where we really started to see a change because in order for the teachers to know
and embrace what all of the standards meant, they had to be led through that and the person who
was going to do that was going to be the site administrator. And in order for the site administrator
to have the content knowledge and the ability to know what they were doing, they needed to be
lead as well. So that meant that the central office staff needed to support that shift. So
instructional leadership is really a primary focus now, in my opinion of leadership, whether it is at
a site or at the district office.
The shift now to the common core state standards is now taking us to this place where we are
looking for teachers to go really deep and to question the students in a way that creates more
critical thinking and prepares our students for the workforce and a much richer and deeper and
broader sense. So instructional leadership is really a big shift.
My lens has always been from kids who are disengaged and how do I help them get better
avenues for schooling in the traditional model, and I think as a leader, I always have an eye for
the disadvantaged kid so it makes me driven to be a better leader.
When I'm walking through a classroom, I am looking for effective instruction. I'm looking for
students making successful strides towards achievement, and I'm not so sure that 25 years ago
that was exactly what a superintendent was doing. It depends; I mean there were superintendents
that I'm sure we're doing it, but I think that the shift over time has become much more around
effective teaching strategies, student achievement, and depth and complexity of knowledge.
So it is always about keeping teaching and learning at the forefront.

Theme: Technology. The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show
that superintendents desired more training around curriculum and instruction when
preparing for the superintendency. Eight superintendents mentioned the necessity of
technology moving forward in education. This is a huge area of training since many
superintendents are leading districts with expectations that their teachers are not
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necessarily comfortable leading. One superintendent noted that it may be time to accept
the fact that schools in their current context of operation are not necessary for all
students. Since students are expected to leave high school prepared to have a basic
understanding of technology, it is imperative that educational leaders have the skills to
prepare students. Sample written responses are shown below in Table 50.
Table 50
Interview Comments Regarding Technology
Interview Comments Regarding Technology
Technology has played a huge role in education; the public outcry for accountability and
customization; things are much faster paced; the coming-on of common core; a couple of
accountability tests coming out around the common core; and having more information than we
have ever known about how to measure student growth in learning.
I don't know how we are going to keep pace with all of these global changes with technology and
our schools are still set up to be 180 days and this ag culture calendar year and we are kind of
hampered by high school master schedule and how many credits a kid needs to graduate. And the
world is looking at us like, I need a certified welder; I need a coder; I need a kid who can do very
specific things.
With the whole change in technology where we can just use computers as this really cool thing
that you go on once in a while, but as an actual tool where kids become really technological
savvy and they know all the ins and outs and they can code and they know how to use a
spreadsheet and a PowerPoint and Skype or Google classroom. So we have to make some
changes there and that is an area where some teachers are apprehensive because they themselves
are not technologically savvy. And so that has been an institutional shift and change that we have
been working on.
I think that a superintendent needs to know the role of technology and that it's not the end-all, beall, but a vehicle and a tool for powerful learning. The rapid age of social media and
communication is a whole different pace and a whole different skill set for a superintendent.
With technology and with real-world experience becoming so important for our students, do they
have to come to a brick-and-mortar place to get their education? Personally my daughter is going
to an online charter school and she doesn't have a brick and mortar place, and she is doing very
powerful learning and is really enjoying her online experience.
The whole world of technology is one piece kids absolutely have to master and know.
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Summary of Data Addressing Research Question #2
This section examines the quantitative and qualitative data analysis which
addressed Research Question #2: What are the existing training gaps in preparing
qualified superintendents? Data from Pearson analysis and correlations suggests that
there is a significantly high correlation between workshops and conferences. There was
also a medium to high correlation between workshops, leadership institutes, presentations
and workshops, and conferences and leadership institutes. Additionally, there is a
significantly medium correlation between academic programs and presentations, and
workshops. There was a low to medium significance between mentoring and on-the-job
experience and presentation and leadership institutes. These correlations were reinforced
by the qualitative data that was collected from written survey questions and
superintendent interview transcripts that were transcribed and analyzed. The following
themes emerged as gaps in training when preparing qualified superintendents: budgeting
and school finance, board relationships, mentoring and networking, educational training
and professional development, curriculum and instruction, and technology.
Quantitative Data Addressing Research Question #3
Research Question #3: What are the skills necessary for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional district-wide change? The following section
provides examples and quantitative data that show the skills that are necessary for
superintendents to consider when advancing institutional district-wide change.
Superintendents were asked to consider their level of involvement with and their
competency-level related to institutional change. Example statements included: Planning
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and allowing strategic changes to occur, recognizing the necessity of fostering change,
building a coalition and gathering support, developing a strategic plan/vision, maintaining
a balance of power among the participants of change, monitoring and assessing every
stage of the change process, and determining which changes are critical.
Superintendents were asked to rate themselves for each statement as excellent,
good, fair, or needs improvement in the appropriate competency level. When assigning
point values in SPSS, each selection was given the following value: 1=excellent, 2=good,
3=fair or 4=needs improvement. The mean, standard deviation, and number of
respondents are represented in Table 51. Interestingly, the mean for each statement in the
second section of the survey ranged between approximately 1.5 and 2.1. This suggests
that superintendents feel confident about their ability to engage in institutional change as
either “excellent” or “good”. Additionally, the standard deviation ranged from .62 to .74.
This suggests that the variance between superintendents’ responses did not contrast by
much as many superintendents felt that that they were either “excellent” or “good” at
change related competencies.
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Table 51
Descriptive Statistics of Skills for Superintendent Consideration when Advancing
Institutional District-Wide Change
Variable

Mean

Std. Deviation

N

Planning and allowing strategic changes to occur

1.6

.65

106

Recognizing the necessity of fostering change

1.5

.63

106

Building a coalition and gathering support

1.6

.64

106

Developing a strategic plan/vision

1.8

.74

106

.66

105

.70

106

.62

106

Maintaining a balance of power among the
1.9
participants of change
Monitoring and assessing every stage of the change
2.1
process
Determining which changes are critical
1.6

Interestingly, Table 52 shows that approximately 91% of superintendents (n=102)
responded that they engage the change process either “very often” or “often”. Not one
superintendent said that they never engage change. This is thought-provoking considering
the lack of change within education over the past 100 years. Perhaps the changes that are
made by superintendents are on smaller scales and involve undoing or changing what
previous superintendents may have instituted in the district.
Table 52
Frequencies and Percentages – Level of Involvement with Change
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Very Often

64

57.1

Often

38

33.9

Seldom

5

4.5

Never

0

0

157
Although superintendents predominantly self-identified that they are either
“excellent” or “good” at understanding the change process, Table 53 displays the greatest
variance in superintendent responses in regards to change, with approximately 32.1%
answering “excellent”, 50.9% “good”, 8.0% “fair”, and 3.6% “needs improvement”.
More specifically, this was the only area of the survey where superintendents admitted
that they “need improvement” (n=4). This could be due to the fact that superintendents
have to delegate a lot of work in order to do their jobs effectively and perhaps they know
how to inform the process, but they are not necessarily the person charged with
developing the plan.
Table 53
Frequencies and Percentages – Developing a Strategic Plan/Vision
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent

36

32.1

Good

57

50.9

Fair

9

8.0

Needs Improvement

4

3.6

In contrast, although some superintendents “need improvement” developing a
strategic vision or plan, no superintendents (n=0) need help communicating a strategic
plan. As shown in Table 54, 94.7% of superintendents responded that they are either
“excellent” or “good” at communicating a strategic plan. This may be due to the fact that
superintendents must be able to communicate with a variety of stakeholders or it is
difficult for them to obtain a position as a superintendent. Even if a superintendent is not
the one developing an actual strategic plan, they must have ideas and a vision for student
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success and learning, and be able to articulate their plan in an interview in order to enter
the superintendency.
Table 54
Frequencies and Percentages – Effectively Communicating a Shared District Vision
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent

47

42.0

Good

59

52.7

Fair

4

3.6

Needs Improvement

0

0

Interestingly, Table 55 captures one area where the fewest number of
superintendents, only 17% responded that they were “excellent” at monitoring and
assessing every stage of the change process. This could be due to the fact that
superintendents rely heavily on delegation to complete all the tasks that need to be
accomplished throughout a district. It is also interesting that superintendents’ responses
varied as much as they did for this question. It would seem that the ability to monitor the
change process and make the necessary adjustments is an important and necessary skill.
Table 55
Frequencies and Percentages – Monitoring and Assessing Every Stage of the Change
Process
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent

19

17.0

Good

59

52.7

Fair

26

23.2

Needs Improvement

2

1.8
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Table 56 displays significant correlations found between academic programs and
the skills that are necessary for superintendents to consider when advancing institutional
district-wide change.
Table 56
Significant Correlations with Planning and Allowing Strategic Changes to Occur
Significant Correlations with Planning and Allowing Strategic
Changes to Occur
Recognizing the necessity of fostering change
Building a coalition and gathering support
Developing a strategic plan/vision
Maintaining a balance of power among the participants of change
Monitoring and assessing every stage of the change process
Determining which changes are critical

r

Sig

Effect
Size

.429

p < .01

MedHigh

.576

p < .01

High

.532

p < .01

High

.375

p < .01

Med

.439

p < .01

MedHigh

.601

p < .01

High

The correlation between variables with recognizing the necessity of fostering
change and planning and allowing strategic changes to occur was medium-high
significant, r(105) = .429, p < .01. The correlation between variables with building a
coalition and gathering support and planning and allowing strategic changes to occur
was highly significant, r(105) = .576, p < .01. The correlation between variables with
developing a strategic plan/vision and planning and allowing strategic changes to occur
was highly significant, r(105) = .532, p < .01. The correlation between variables with
maintaining a balance of power among the participants of change and planning and
allowing strategic changes to occur was medium significant, r(104) = .375, p < .01. The
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correlation between variables with determining which changes are critical and planning
and allowing strategic changes to occur was highly significant, r(105) = .601, p < .01.
Table 57 displays significant correlations between recognizing the necessity of
fostering change and skills necessary for superintendents to consider when advancing
institutional district-wide change.
Table 57
Significant Correlations with Recognizing the Necessity of Fostering Change
Significant Correlations with Recognizing the Necessity of
Fostering Change
Building a coalition and gathering support
Developing a strategic plan/vision
Maintaining a balance of power among the participants of change
Monitoring and assessing every stage of the change process
Determining which changes are critical

r

Sig

Effect
Size

.442

p < .01

MedHigh

.303

p < .01

Med

.316

p = .01

Med

.465

p < .01

MedHigh

.515

p < .01

High

The correlation between variables with building a coalition and gathering support
and recognizing the necessity of fostering change was medium-high significant, r(106) =
.442, p < .01. The correlation between variables with developing a strategic plan/vision
and recognizing the necessity of fostering change was medium significant, r(106) = .303,
p < .01. The correlation between variables with determining which changes are critical
and recognizing the necessity of fostering change was high significant, r(106) = .515, p <
.01.
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Table 58 displays significant correlations between building a coalition and
gathering support and skills necessary for superintendents to consider when advancing
institutional district-wide change.
Table 58
Significant Correlations with Building a Coalition and Gathering Support
Significant Correlations with Building a Coalition and Gathering
Support
Developing a strategic plan/vision
Maintaining a balance of power among the participants of change
Monitoring and assessing every stage of the change process
Determining which changes are critical

Effect
Size

r

Sig

.499

p < .01

.403

p < .01

.554

p < .01

High

.605

p < .01

High

MedHigh
MedHigh

The correlation between variables with maintaining a balance of power among
the participants of change and building a coalition and gathering support was mediumhigh significant, r(105) = .403, p < .01. The correlation between variables with
monitoring and assessing every stage of the change process and building a coalition and
gathering support was highly significant, r(106) = .554, p < .01.
Table 59 displays significant correlations between developing a strategic
plan/vision and skills necessary for superintendents to consider when advancing
institutional district-wide change.
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Table 59
Significant Correlations with Developing a Strategic Plan/Vision
Significant Correlations with Developing a Strategic Plan/Vision
Maintaining a balance of power among the participants of change
Monitoring and assessing every stage of the change process
Determining which changes are critical

Effect
Size
MedHigh

r

Sig

.408

p < .01

.512

p < .01

High

.517

p < .01

High

The correlation between variables with maintaining a balance of power among
the participants of change and developing a strategic plan/vision was medium-high
significant, r(105) = .408, p < .01. The correlation between variables with monitoring and
assessing every stage of the change process and developing a strategic plan/vision was
highly significant, r(106) = .512, p < .01. The correlation between variables with
determining which changes are critical and developing a strategic plan/vision was highly
significant, r(106) = .517, p < .01.
Table 60 displays significant correlations between maintaining a balance of
power among the participants of change and skills necessary for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional district-wide change.
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Table 60
Significant Correlations with Maintaining a Balance of Power among the Participants of
Change
Significant Correlations with Maintaining a Balance of Power
among the Participants of Change

r

Sig

Effect
Size

Monitoring and assessing every stage of the change process

.465

p < .01

MedHigh

Determining which changes are critical

.369

p < .01

Med

The correlation between variables with monitoring and assessing every stage of
the change process and maintaining a balance of power among the participants of
change was medium-high significant, r(105) = .465, p < .01. The correlation between
variables with determining which changes are critical and maintaining a balance of
power among the participants of change was medium significant, r(105) = .369, p < .01.
Table 61 displays significant correlations between monitoring and assessing every
stage of the change process and skills necessary for superintendents to consider when
advancing institutional district-wide change.
Table 61
Significant Correlations with Monitoring and Assessing Every Stage of the Change
Process
Significant Correlations with Monitoring and Assessing Every Stage
of the Change Process
Determining which changes are critical

r

Sig

Effect
Size

.633

p < .01

High
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The correlation between variables with determining which changes are critical
and monitoring and assessing every stage of the change process was highly significant,
r(106) = .633, p < .01.
Qualitative Data Addressing Research Question #3
Qualitative data from the open-ended survey questions and individual interviews
both address Research Question #3: What are the skills necessary for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional district-wide change? The following section
provides examples and qualitative data that show skills necessary for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional district-wide change.
Theme: Time. The qualitative data from the open ended survey questions show
that allowing for time to run its course plays an integral role in a superintendent’s ability
to advance institutional district-wide change. Of the 112 respondents, 14% of
superintendents made a reference having to do with time. Ten percent of superintendents
commented that change is a process that always takes longer than anticipated. Due to the
fact that the change process is slow, superintendents must practice patience in order to
embrace the process of time. Superintendents reported that it is important to take time
when implementing change in order to build off of successes and confidence. Multiple
superintendents referenced the importance of pace and complexity, which points to the
importance of neither rushing nor getting in the way of the change process. Sample
written responses are shown below in Table 62.
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Table 62
Example Comments Regarding Time References in Written Responses to Open-Ended
Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Time References in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
It takes longer than you like.
It's a slower process than we realize.
Be patient, change in a school system can be slow and involves many parties.
It is a difficult and long-term process.
The pace and complexity of the changes are frequently overlooked.
Be patient, there are lots of hurdles to jump over. It always takes longer than expected.
I would describe institutional change as a very slow process that a school board must embrace for
Superintendents to create sustainable change.
The preparation programs talk about administrators as agents of change, but true change takes
time and with the turnover rate of administrators, changes are difficult to institute.
It is far too slow. Even with a collaborative group leading the charge, the naysayers drag you
down and slow the process. Contracts get in the way of change.
Take your time and don't be in a rush. Real change takes time and effort to build a successful base
of confidence.
It is tough and takes time. It doesn't happen overnight.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that having an
awareness and understanding of time is an important skill for superintendents to consider
when advancing institutional change. One superintendent referred to this skill as the
ability to plant seeds and allow time for the seeds to grow. Another superintendent
described this skill in the form of patience when piecing together a puzzle, which takes
time to find the appropriate pieces that fit together. Three superintendents referred to the
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importance of allowing for the appropriate amount of time because in the end, positive
change provides positive outcomes for students. A superintendent referred to the change
process as the ability to embrace the change process through trial and error. Experiments
of trial and error take time and encourage failure in the short term for a long term gain.
Numerous superintendents describe this experimental journey as a process of moving
slowly in order to move fast. Sample interview responses are shown below in Table 63.
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Table 63
Interview Comments Regarding Time
Interview Comments Regarding Time
I would plant seeds with staff members around ‘what do you think about that and how can we do
that’. What would we do so that it would grow from them as opposed to me directing it, and that
takes time.
I would have to say that it is someone who is creative, flexible, and definitely patient. You have
to move slow to go fast kind of thing.
Throughout all of these changes it has been important to keep the mindset that this is going to
take time and it is worth it because our kids are worth it.
I learned that with a staff that started out almost 100% opposed to an idea, it took time. It
probably took about two years before we even started making progress, but taking minimal steps
and constantly keeping the vision in sight, you keep moving forward with it. You keep reminding
people why you're doing it; and what I discovered by the end of that two years: we had about
80% of our staff that was on board, with about 20% that wasn't on board. I kind of came to the
conclusion that I'm going to try and figure out who the real leader was in that 20% and weave
them into this work as much as I could and move forward.
I think that education as a culture is very slow to react to change and very slow overall.
Research says it takes six to seven years before something becomes completely embedded in your
culture; so it takes a lot of trial and error.
So you have to understand the process of change and how to help people try something new and
if it doesn't work, try it again, course correct, a little modification, try it again, course correct, and
try it again.
I think superintendents need patience, because you are dealing with a lot more pieces of the
puzzle to try and get everyone going in the same direction. Some departments require more
pushing and prodding while other people are just ready to go.

Theme: Building a Coalition with Relational Trust. The qualitative data from the
open-ended survey questions show that building a coalition through relational trust plays
an integral role in a superintendent’s ability to connect with stakeholders in order to
advance district-wide change. Of the 112 respondents, 19% of superintendents made a
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reference to coalition-building with stakeholders through utilizing relational trust. One
superintendent noted that relational trust is so important, building and establishing it is
the first thing that a superintendent should do once hired in a district. Otherwise the
desire for improvement could lead to an erosion of trust amongst stakeholders. Another
superintendent stressed the importance of inclusivity when implementing change and
getting the right people involved when moving the change process forward. Additionally,
a superintendent commented that relationships are the most important thing in the change
process. Building such relationships allows a superintendent to do what one
superintendent noted as using the group to change the group through a strong core of
stakeholders who have already bought into the change process. Sample written responses
are shown below in Table 64.
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Table 64
Example Comments Regarding Building a Coalition with Relational Trust References in
Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Building a Coalition with Relational Trust References in Written
Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
I have found that you need to start with a committed group and build out.
As a new superintendent, get to know your community first! Then work on change. Otherwise,
your zeal could derail your attempts at making institutional change and erode trust.
Use the group to change the group. Get stakeholder buy in and develop three to five compelling
and strategic goals.
The process needs to be inclusive of all stakeholders to ensure shared buy-in.
It is important to build capacity and support for the initiative.
Involve the opposition to change and employee associations. Make sure board members are
solidly behind reform efforts
Relationships are the most critical elements of leading institutional change.
It is important to bring all stakeholders to the table when engaging in district-wide change.
You need to have the right people involved.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to build
a coalition through relational trust is an important skill for superintendents to consider
when advancing institutional change. One superintendent referred to this skill as the
ability to keep stakeholders happy in their job. Understanding that this is an impossible
task, it is important for superintendents to make those within the coalition as happy as
possible by building a relationship with them. It is more difficult to not become selfabsorbed when relationships and collaborative teams are established. A superintendent
added to this thought by encouraging superintendents to talk to and value people in order
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to understand who they are, what they do, and the role they will play in the change
process. Additionally, one superintendent noted the importance of building a coalition by
informing team members so that there are no surprises and so that all team members have
as much information as possible. Sample interview responses are shown below in Table
65.
Table 65
Interview Comments Regarding Building a Coalition with Relational Trust
Interview Comments Regarding Building a Coalition with Relational Trust
I think if you're in that type of a situation you still need to build a collaborative relationship with
people and you need to set that vision.
You have to keep people happy in their job. I was able to keep a school board happy for 12 plus
years. That is kind of a miracle part about my career that I am happy about because it is really
hard when you have diverse points of view and diverse personalities, but I was always able to
find a positive way to work with others.
You have to be willing to have those conversations if you are leading the charge. Otherwise
people will think that it is acceptable and I don't have to do either and you can't have that or you
can't move forward.
If you look at the description of a transformational leader, it is a daunting task and a daunting list
of characteristics of what a transformational leader holds close. The ability to build and sustain
relationships with all stakeholders is critical and you have to be able to talk to people and value
who they are and what they do.
We have done a few things with it where I really needed to put some feelers out there and talk to
my leadership team to make sure that everyone had a good understanding of what we were doing.
Sometimes we try and do things before people are ready or only a few are ready. It could blow up
in your face.

Theme: Student Centeredness. The qualitative data from the open ended survey
questions show that remaining student-centered is an important trait when a
superintendent advances district-wide change. Of the 112 respondents, 8% of
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superintendents made a reference to remaining student-centered when implementing
changes. More specifically, respondents commented that changes should not be made
unless they are made through the lens of the betterment of student achievement. One
superintendent noted that change for change’s sake is not an option; rather, staying
committed to keeping students first. Sample written responses are shown below in Table
66.
Table 66
Example Comments Regarding Student-Centered References in Written Responses to
Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Student-Centered References in Written Responses to OpenEnded Survey Questions
Effective leaders keep students at the center of the changes needed. We only change what will
improve the success of our students.
It is important to have institutional change as long as it is targeting the district goals and
supporting student learning.
We really need to quit talking about change and start talking about institutional evolution and
progress as it relates to the learning of our students.
Any time one implements change in an institution, the changes being made have to be
communicated clearly and ultimately have to be tied to students and their achievement.
Institutional change is needed if we want to improve the academic achievement of our students.
If all students are not at grade level and the numbers are not moving, it is not a choice not to
change.
The understanding that this is not a blame game and that the kids come first.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to keep
students as a primary focus is an important skill for superintendents to consider when
advancing institutional change. For example, one superintendent commented that student
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centeredness is so important that one should be willing to lose their job in order to do
what is right for students. Additionally, one superintendent commented on her joy for
students and the fact that she has remained student-focused has helped her make difficult
decisions in regards to changes that she has made in her district. Another superintendent
commented on his or her disdain for changes that were avoided because of teacher
preferences that he had to call out in a board meeting because of his focus on students.
Thinking out of the box, another superintendent commented on her intentionality of
visually changing her organization chart by putting students at the top and superintendent
at the bottom, in order to visually represent the importance of making foundational
decisions that impact students. Doing so also represented the value of children being the
top priority. Sample interview responses are shown below in Table 67.
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Table 67
Interview Comments Regarding Student Centeredness
Interview Comments Regarding Student Centeredness
Leadership skills would also be someone who does right by kids and is not afraid to get fired for
doing right by kids.
So I think my enjoyment of the job and staying student-focused has kept me going, I love the
people that I work with, and I always reach out for new challenges.
Throughout all of these changes, it has been important to keep the mindset that this is going to
take time and it is worth it because our kids are worth it. So if something isn't going well for me I
look at why it's not going well and figure out how to make it better so that it does go well because
the bottom line is if it's good for kids, we need to do it.
My district and I were very fortunate in this position for the last two years because I haven't had
any opposition and they have wanted to do what is right for kids.
It is really hard to be a leader if no one is following you, so you have to make sure that your
vision is clear and that it is a vision that people can get behind and want to be a part of it. You
have to stress what the moral imperative is, because it's what's best for kids. Do not be afraid to
get fired for doing what is best for kids.
So I finally called it out in a board meeting and I said, ‘I have fielded a lot of complaints and
criticism from my proposal, but every single one of them was an adult-centered complaint or
concern. I am here to advocate for kids!’
Just keep your eye on the prize, which is all about kids. I think that as long as you keep that focus
on kids, and what is right for them you, can get through just about any difficult situation. If you
start to get all caught up in the adult drama, it is really difficult.
Making sure that as the superintendent you don't forget that they are the ones on the ground; they
are in the trenches; they know their students, are really listening to their voice, and giving them
an opportunity to say what they need.
Ultimately when you look at organizational charts, you see superintendents and boards at the top
and then students are at the bottom, but that's not how I look at it. If you look at our
organizational chart, our students are at the top and the superintendent is at the bottom. I am at the
bottom because it is my job to set the foundation so that these kids can succeed.

Theme: Oppositions and Barriers. The qualitative data from the open ended
survey questions show that oppositions and barriers are an important part of the change
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process that superintendents must be aware of when advancing district-wide change. Of
the 112 respondents, 9% of superintendents made a reference to being aware of the types
of barriers that arise when implementing changes. Due to the fact that change is difficult
for many people, superintendents commented on the fact that people get in the way and
slow the change process. Contrarily, one superintendent noted that change is invigorating
and exciting to others. One superintendent pointed out the short tenure of many
superintendents, citing that as a major reason that change does not systematize. Other
superintendents noted state compliance, boards, resources, and staff retention as factors
that get in the way and create barriers to change. Sample written responses are shown
below in Table 68.
Table 68
Example Comments Regarding Oppositions and Barriers References in Written
Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Oppositions and Barriers References in Written Responses to
Open-Ended Survey Questions
Responding to the changes in California education right now is daunting because there is too
much change at once.
Hard to do. School boards limit ability to be nimble.
Change is difficult for some people and invigorating for others.
With the turnover rate of administrators, changes are difficult to institute.
Sustained change is a multiyear commitment which requires a continuity of staff and resources,
which continues to be a challenge in California.
Even with a collaborative group leading the charge, the naysayers drag you down and slow the
process. Contracts get in the way of change.
Difficult to make stick, no matter how you approach it.
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The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to
possess an understanding that oppositions and roadblocks exist is an important skill for
superintendents to consider when advancing institutional change, by either embracing or
avoiding them. For example, two superintendents spoke about their ego as something that
can get in the way of change. Not surprisingly, numerous superintendents noted that
people oppose change and become barriers to prevent change from occurring. Two
superintendents identified themselves as a roadblock based on their own mindset, which
has developed over time. Another superintendent identified comfort as a roadblock.
Sample interview responses are shown below in Table 69.
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Table 69
Interview Comments Regarding Oppositions and Barriers
Interview Comments Regarding Oppositions and Barriers
Our egos get in the way.
I think that the barrier is us. I think we are our own worst enemy.
I think it's really unusual to put changes in place and not encounter roadblocks. I think, for most
people, change is not something they like. Even though they may realize that there is a need for it,
they are pretty comfortable where they are and they don't want to change and I get that. I don't
like to change either, but I do think that if we are going to grow as adults in our profession, we
have to be open to that change.
I always try to tell people to not pay attention to the lowest common denominator because you are
always going to have ten or fifteen percent of people who want you to fail.
I am my own worst roadblock. I am based on my generation and my gender. I grew up where
women did not speak their mind; so that is a learned behavior and I still struggle with it. Women
are listeners, women are compassionate, women are the heart people; they are not sharks.
Bottom line, people do not want their cheese moved. By nature, what I have seen in education is
that education attracts people who are don't like change.
We have a State that doesn't give us enough money that we can give professional development.
We have a governor that doesn't believe in a state facilities bond, but he wants to go build a train.
Education needs to be revolutionized and I don’t know how to do that except probably through
the private sector at this point. I have no confidence in the public sector; evidenced by the norm
we have created, and it's our norm. You step outside of the United States and it's not the norm.

Theme: Building Capacity and Buy-in. The qualitative data from the open-ended
survey questions show that the ability to build capacity and buy-in amongst teammates is
an important part of the change process that superintendents must consider when
advancing district-wide change. A way to do this is by building the capacity of your
team, one superintendent noted. Another respondent wrote that this is done through
empowering teammates. One superintendent described building capacity as the ability to

177
bring people together and develop an understanding of the district’s goals. Additionally,
one superintendent wrote that buy-in happens through utilizing key administrative team
leaders and teachers who are willing to model the change process from the front. Sample
written responses are shown below in Table 70.
Table 70
Example Comments Regarding Building Capacity and Buy-in References in Written
Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Building Capacity and Buy-in References in Written Responses
to Open-Ended Survey Questions
The leader must build the capacity of the team members so that they feel confident and are
empowered to embrace the change.
Empowering team members, relationships, clear goals.
Ability to bring people together and develop a shared understanding of what the organization's
outcomes should be.
Situational leadership, willingness to change, and a willingness to admit others may have better
ideas.
Training of all stakeholders.
The ability to create a healthy organization that shares a vision and commitment to continuous
improvement and shared ownership. The work is more important than any one person.
Empowering others, collaboration, and holding others accountable.
Key administrators and teachers willing to embrace change.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to build
capacity and buy-in is an important skill for superintendents to consider when advancing
institutional change. For example, one respondent wrote that building capacity is the
process of involving others in the decision making process and encouraging others to
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solve their own problems. One respondent described capacity-building as having a
pipeline of leaders to help move the change process forward. Another superintendent
described the process of acquiring stakeholders to help get the message out and create
buy-in. Additionally, another superintendent described the process as cultivating an
environment where leaders can grow, learn, innovate, and take risks in order to create
sustainability. Sample interview responses are shown below in Table 71.

179
Table 71
Interview Comments Regarding Building Capacity and Buy-in
Interview Comments Regarding Building Capacity and Buy-in
I'm going to do whatever it takes, and in this case, whatever it takes is to involve others in solving
problems. I have sort of an institutionalized way of building the constraints within myself; of not
getting such a big ego.
I got in a pipeline of a great school district that taught me that and also my personal background
helped with that and currently today that is my emphasis. I tell everyone, ‘you have to be a leader
in order to move people forward with the change process.’

You have to really make sure that all the pieces of the puzzle are ready to be lined up and
your staff is ready to get on board and completely understands what you are doing. It
does not mean you necessarily have to have 100% buy-in, but that everyone understands
the direction that you are going to move foward as a whole staff and that it takes time and
you have to be patient.
So you better have a variety of stakeholders involved with you and you have to be able to get
buy-in and get the message out in the right way.
So my job is not to solve any problem at all, I am not a problem solver. Superintendents love to
solve problems because you're feeling like you're being productive, but it's really not that at all; it
is getting people on board and teaching people how to solve their own problems.
I think the key to it is not being the inventor of solutions, but mining the contributions of many.
So when I came into the district, my leadership team said, ‘what are we going to call ourselves?’
and they said, ‘we are the manager team.’ I said, ‘no, you are not managers, you are leaders.’
They had never heard that term before. They were not considered leaders. So I knew my first year
that I had to build leadership capacity.
He always believed that you had to have your own farm system, your own teacher training, your
own leadership training. And that is probably why he has turned out over 18 or 20
superintendents under his leadership.
So my philosophy is really simple: you recruit, hire, and train the best and brightest staff. They
are experts in their field. Then my job is to get out of their way and let them do their work; not to
just be managers and doers. I need to let them lead.
Empowering and building capacity within the organization to create sustainability. That is bigger
than just empowering, it is all about creating a place, an environment where people can learn and
grow and take risks and innovate. If they can't do any of that, if they feel stifled or fearful, that
they will get in trouble or lose their job, whatever that might be, then you're not going to make
progress.
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Theme: Courage. The qualitative data from the open-ended survey questions show that
courage is an important skill necessary for superintendents to consider when advancing
institutional district-wide change. Of the 112 respondents, 6% of superintendents made a
reference to having courage as a necessary trait when instituting district-wide change.
This can be done by modeling the way and not being afraid of listening to the minority of
loud voices. When circumstances become difficult and change brings about opposition,
respondents suggest that it is important to stay the course and not doubt the need for
change. Sample written responses are shown below in Table 72.
Table 72
Example Comments Regarding Courage in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
Example Comments Regarding Courage in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Courage and consistency. Model what you say.
Courage, patience, and focus on mission.
Standing firm in your belief in the change necessary is highly important. New leaders can easily
be influenced by staff members who have been in a position longer to shift positions or doubt the
need for the change.
Courage and attracting leaders who implement change.
Courage, energy, vision, communication, and inclusion.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to be
courageous in the superintendency is an important skill for superintendents to consider
when advancing institutional change. For example, superintendents noted that it is
necessary to be willing to go against those who oppose change and embrace comfort. One
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superintendent went as far as saying that a superintendent has to be willing to lose their
job for doing what is in the best interest of students. Embracing failure is another way to
live in a courageous manner, commented one superintendent. Rather than playing it safe,
a superintendent has to be willing to take risks and live outside of one’s comfort zone.
Educators teach about the zone of proximal development, and therefore superintendents
need to lead from that zone of constantly pushing forward. Sample interview responses
are shown below in Table 73.
Table 73
Interview Comments Regarding Courage
Interview Comments Regarding Courage
So you need some innovative small schools to help those micro schools to solve these macro
problems, because I really have lost confidence in the whole system.
Being willing to change and being willing to be a leader for change is an important skill to
develop as a superintendent and not being afraid to be the one out there leading the change
because change is hard and people won't like to do it. We need to continue to evolve if we want to
do what's best for kids.
I need to, as Ghandi says, ‘be the change that you want to see in the world.’ So I quickly got my
administrative credential and worked as an assistant principal and then a principal and the
administrative credential provided some guidance and skills.
I think you can't be afraid to fail. You are going to fail. You can't let the naysayers try to pull you
down and I think everyone wants to be real safe and not make any mistakes. Your upper
management has to create a culture where people try something and if it doesn't work it's not the
end of the world and they just try harder next time. I think that is one trait where people are so
afraid to make mistakes because people might mock them or people will say, ‘see, here we go
again’, and you can't; you have to be strong.
If people knew how scared I am sometimes that I am making the wrong decision that will
ultimately affect kids; if people knew how nervous I was when I stand up in front of people like
my congressman or in front of a whole auditorium full of teachers and staff. Overcoming that
paralyzing fear, taking a step anyway, and having the courage to fail in those experiences.
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Theme: Patience, Persistence, and Perseverance. The qualitative data from the
open ended survey questions show that patience, persistence, and perseverance are an
important part of the change process that superintendents must be aware of when
advancing district-wide change. Of the 112 respondents, 14% of superintendents made
reference to remaining patient, persistent, and persevering when instituting district-wide
change. Due to the short tenure of superintendents, one superintendent noted that this
may mean adopting a willingness to stay in a district for seven years to ensure that
change is sustained. In order to do so, another superintendent commented that this
requires a tenacity and consistency to remain firm in the belief of change for the
betterment of student achievement. Another superintendent described patience as an
embrace of process, understanding that change takes times and that one must be in it for
the long haul. Sample written responses are shown below in Table 74.
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Table 74
Example Comments Regarding Patience, Persistence, and Perseverance References in
Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Patience, Persistence, and Perseverance References in Written
Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Persistence, perseverance, clarity and consistency.
Willingness to stay with the job 3-7 years to bring about real change.
Tenacity.
Standing firm in your belief that the change necessary is highly important.
Patience with the process of leadership.

Patience, openness to ideas of others, and thick skin.
Communicate carefully and do not withdraw from the change when the going gets tough. It is
part of the change process. Remember, a few loud voices do not equal a large majority.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that patience,
persistence, and perseverance are important skills for superintendents to consider when
advancing institutional change. For example, one superintendent commented on the
importance of resiliency and being able to take criticism and critique, as it is something
that a superintendent will constantly be exposed to. Such resiliency often results in the
development of thick skin, which one superintendent pointed out as a necessity for the
job. Additionally, another superintendent described persevering as the ability to have a
sense of humor and a willingness to laugh at the complexity of the job due to the fact that
the expectations can be all-consuming. One superintendent said that she has to visualize
putting on her superman uninform every day because of the expectations that are placed
on her. Additionally, perseverance was described by one superintendent as grit and a
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willingness to change mindsets when necessary. Sample interview responses are shown
below in Table 75.
Table 75
Interview Comments Regarding Patience, Persistence, and Perseverance
Interview Comments Regarding Patience, Persistence, and Perseverance
If you know that this is what is best for kids, you have to be persistent in pursuing that. So you
definitely need perseverance. You have to have thick skin because with every decision, some
people will love it and others are going to hate it. You have to be thick skinned and I don't think
that is a skill that can be taught. It is something you learn over time that not everybody is going to
love you.
Have a sense of humor and be as resilient as you can because the superintendency is probably one
of the most complex jobs you can have anywhere, anytime, anyplace and no one is going to be
able to do it absolutely perfectly 100% of the time.
We want to teach our kids the same thing that it is okay to not get the right answer from the getgo. How you figure out what that right answer is; that is where you show your perseverance, your
guts, and your grit. So I think we need to change our mindset as educators to a growth mindset. It
is okay to make mistakes and we are going to figure it out together.

Theme: Acknowledging, Identifying, and Analyzing the need for Change. The
qualitative data from the open ended survey questions show that acknowledging,
identifying, and analyzing the need for change is an important part of the change process
that superintendents must be aware of when advancing district-wide change. If a
superintendent and his or her staff are unable to identify and analyze the need for change
or the best way to go about implementing change, change will not occur. As one survey
respondent wrote, every superintendent should conduct a needs analysis in order to see if
the district is meeting its mission and vision, especially when a superintendent is new to a
district. Other respondents wrote that change needs to be based on data and based on a
foundation of something that is already established so that change is not happening for
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some random reason or agenda. Finally, a respondent wrote that it would be beneficial for
a superintendent to have a baseline understanding of the psychology behind change.
Sample written responses are shown below in Table 76.
Table 76
Example Comments Regarding Acknowledging, Identifying, and Analyzing the need for
Change in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Acknowledging, Identifying, and Analyzing the need for Change
in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Every institution or district that wants to provide a cutting-edge education for students needs to
go through the cycle of improvement. Change is a part of growth and growth is positive.
It is extremely important, especially when a new superintendent starts with a district. First,
reviewing the vision and goals of the district, then complete a needs analysis to determine if the
district is on target with meeting the goals.
There must be some value of the good already evident. Change for change's sake is ineffective.
Change should also be based on accurate and broad data.
First there needs to be recognition that there is a need for change. Then a baseline should be set
and programs implemented to effect change.
Understanding the psychology of change.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to
acknowledge, identify, and analyze the need for change is an important skill for
superintendents to consider when advancing institutional change. In one interview, a
superintendent spoke of having a good understanding of the culture in order to be
strategic when implementing change. Another interviewee added that a superintendent
not only needs to understand the culture, but also needs to understand the people that will
be impacted by and participate in the change. Other superintendents described the
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analysis process as the ability to read people and move them through the change process.
Sample interview responses are shown below in Table 77.
Table 77
Interview Comments Regarding Acknowledging, Identifying, and Analyzing the need for
Change
Interview Comments Regarding Acknowledging, Identifying, and Analyzing the need for Change
A leader needs to understand the culture of the organization prior to addressing strategic change.
A leader needs to understand the external political trend of the organization to effect strategic
change.
Being able to have a good read first on the situation. You have to be able to get input and build
the leadership skills in others to help you with change because you can't initiate change by
yourself.
The change process is really important and you have to understand change and people.
Understanding how change occurs and being able to facilitate a change process is really critical.
If you don't understand change and you don't understand process, you don't understand how to
move people.

Theme: Determining which Changes need to Occur. The qualitative data from the
open ended survey questions show that determining which changes need to occur are an
important part of the change process that superintendents must be aware of when
advancing district-wide change. As one superintendent commented, change is important,
but if a superintendent and his or her team are unaware of how to move a district forward,
he or she will not be successful when implementing change. One superintendent noted
that the most effective way to determine how to move a district forward is through broad
and current data. Another superintendent warned of vocal opponents who may attempt to
influence the direction of change, when determining which changes need to occur.
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According to one superintendent, the ability to determine which steps need to occur is
paramount to the change process. Sample written responses are shown below in Table 78.
Table 78
Example Comments Regarding Determining which Changes need to Occur in Written
Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Determining which Changes need to Occur in Written Responses
to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Determining which changes are critical.
I think change is important, but how you decide to move a district or institution forward is the key
to success.
It can be difficult to pursue the right course of action when there are vocal opponents.
Change should also be based on accurate and broad data.
A baseline should be set and programs implemented to effect change.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to
determine which changes need to occur is an important skill for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional change. Similar to life, one superintendent
commented that foundational decision-making skills are crucial when making decisions
to enact change. Another superintendent added to the importance of decision making,
saying that the reason behind the importance is to ensure that change is in the best interest
of kids. An example of such changes was provided by one superintendent who
commented that educational reform needs to happen so that all students are receiving an
education that is tailored to their individual learning style. Sample interview responses
are shown below in Table 79.
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Table 79
Interview Comments Regarding Determining which Changes need to Occur
Interview Comments Regarding Determining which Changes need to Occur
The decision making that we need to do needs to be good, foundational decision making.

I think education should become each kid’s playlist tailored to their needs. I don't see the
system having the ability to be that flexible.
Decisions that we make are foundational to make sure that we are changing and doing what’s in
the best interest of kids.
The substance and the trajectory were made by experts, but the value system was made and was
identified by our own teachers and framed in a way that was palatable to teachers.
I think we need to change our mindset so that we can address each child individually and let them
pursue their passion and their style of learning and whatever works for them.

Theme: Strategic Planning. The qualitative data from the open ended survey
questions show that strategic planning is an important part of the change process that
superintendents must be aware of when advancing district-wide change. Due to the
political nature of the superintendency, superintendents need to think in a strategic way in
order to get the best result when implementing change. This planning is best done when
superintendents make strategic goals and utilize existing leadership to bring about
change. Furthermore, one superintendent said that in addition to short-term strategic
goals, superintendents need to have long-term plans and a vision for their district in order
to plan strategically and in concert with the plan. One superintendent noted that the best
way to do so is to break down goals into manageable and actionable parts. Finally,
another superintendent noted that strategic planning also takes the form of learning how
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to navigate potential obstacles that may impede the change process. Sample written
responses are shown below in Table 80.
Table 80
Example Comments Regarding Strategic Planning in Written Responses to Open-Ended
Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Strategic Planning in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
We benefitted from aligning our strategic plan and LCAP. A third party consultant helped to
guide us in the initial steps.
Get stakeholder buy-in and develop three to five compelling and strategic goals. Keep principals
as part of the planning and refining of goals and their implementation.
It is extremely important, especially when a new superintendent starts with a district. First,
reviewing the vision and goals of the district, then complete a needs analysis to determine if the
district is on target with meeting the goals.
Clear expectations and a detailed plan for implementing change.
Strategic short-term and long-term planning is also vital.
Analytical ability to break down a goal into manageable, actionable parts.
Deep understanding of the cycle of change, implementation barriers, dips, and how to
strategically navigate through those challenges.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to create
a strategic plan is an important skill for superintendents to tap into when advancing
institutional change. One superintendent gave examples of how to plan strategically when
implementing sustainable change by looking out for employees’ health and wellness by
planting seeds and modeling social and emotional health and wellness. One example of
how to do this was given by another superintendent who spoke of his ability to make
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intentional decisions by keeping students first. Sample interview responses are shown
below in Table 81.
Table 81
Interview Comments Regarding Strategic Planning
Interview Comments Regarding Strategic Planning
They had one that said educating the whole child and I went ‘wow, finally a district that is putting
educating the whole child into their strategic plan.’ In the fact, students don't just have to learn
academically, there is a whole social emotional support and I wanted to be that type of
compassionate leader. I wanted to be the type of leader who believes in employee wellness so that
some of the things that I'm doing, I call planting seeds.
I looked at my school district and I said, ‘I like their strategic plan, I like their philosophy, I like
their vision, I like their mission.’
I think for me, students come first. So everything that I need to do here in the organization, the
intentional decision making that we need to do, needs to be good, foundational decision making.

Theme: Systems. The qualitative data from the open ended survey questions show
that having appropriate systems in place and being systems-minded are important parts of
the change process that superintendents must be aware of when advancing district-wide
change. According to one superintendent, systems should be well-defined and have
accountability measures that are linked to each system. An additional superintendent
commented that systems should be interdependent on one another. For example, one
superintendent added that systems can be interdependent if the system is driven by
continuous action and then reflection. One superintendent added that well-defined
systems are the number one aspect of implementing sustainable change. Sample written
responses are shown below in Table 82.
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Table 82
Example Comments Regarding Systems in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
Example Comments Regarding Systems in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Well defined systems and accountability measures.
Honesty, integrity; well-defined systems.
Systems thinking is the number one aspect to successfully initiate, implement, and sustain
institutional change.
We can all use more training in systems thinking and how to shift the perceived system from
independent operators to interdependent systems.
Create a system that is not personality driven but rather driven by continuous reflection and
action.
I would have liked more training in the area of strategic planning.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show the ability to establish
systems is an important skill for superintendents to consider when advancing institutional
change. There were many reasons given for the reasons why systems should be in place
for change, but the number one reason cited was to help strengthen student achievement.
Superintendents noted that well-defined structures and systems help combat the turnover
rate of superintendents, so that when turnover happens, a new superintendent can come
into a district and build off the strengths of what is already established. One
superintendent likened the process to creating an environment where her presence is no
longer needed. Another superintendent noted the importance of well-defined systems
because decisions are interconnected and impact other departments. Sample interview
responses are shown below in Table 83.
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Table 83
Interview Comments Regarding Systems
Interview Comments Regarding Systems
My job as the superintendent is to set up systems where the decisions we make are foundational
to make sure that we are doing what’s in the best interest of kids. To me students come first. So, it
may sound like a simple answer, but you have to set up these basic systems so that everybody is
in that system and everybody is following together.
Structurally and systemically and I don't know what a new system would look like, but I don't
think that the model we are currently using of how we structure our schools and how we do our
business is serving our kids very well based just on what we see with student learning.
Management of large systems is important and how to move and motivate large systems, but the
best training that I had to be a superintendent was working for my current CMO and starting two
schools from scratch. There is nothing that will prepare you better than that. Knowing your
school audience and working within that system by preparing students for a future that might not
otherwise be possible.
So the superintendent has to set some policies and procedures and systems in place to make sure
that one person doesn’t get your ear and you don’t make a decision which makes one group
happy, but may have an unintended consequence down the road.
When I talked about empowering and building capacity and sustainability, that's all about
creating a place where I don't need to be here and organization continues to flow for the next 3 to
5 years because typically when you have a sustainable system in place you can go with little or no
monitoring and supporting and caring for it for three to five years, so building that sustainability
is critical.
This is an organization that says whoever comes in after me is not going to come in and dismantle
it and I believe that these important systems are embedded in the culture.
Ultimately, my job is to set good structures in place because superintendents don't stay long.
The systems we put in place affect every department.
I always say that we are a professional learning community. That is who we are; that is the
journey that we are on. We use systems thinking strategies as our tools to help us look at some
real key issues. We are looking at issues around equity and how we continue to have kids
accelerate and achieve, but also close the achievement gap.
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Theme: Creativity. The qualitative data from the open-ended survey questions
show that creativity is an important part of the change process that superintendents
should consider when advancing district-wide change. Of the 112 respondents, 7% of
superintendents noted that creative outcomes must be considered when implementing
change. Numerous superintendents spoke of the lack of change throughout the history of
education, as evidenced by the repackaging of curriculum and educational reforms that
have been similar in nature to past reforms. Just as styles of clothing make comebacks, so
too, do educational changes. Thus, superintendents noted the importance of thinking
creatively when students are not experiencing success and when implementing changes.
Sample written responses are shown below in Table 84.
Table 84
Example Comments Regarding Creativity in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey
Questions
Example Comments Regarding Creativity in Written Responses to Open-Ended Survey Questions
Foresight and creativity.
Courage, creative, visionary.
Create a work climate that stimulates employee creativity.
If all students are not at grade level and the numbers are not moving, it is not a choice not to
change. If we continue to do what we did, what do you get? We must employ creativity.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to utilize
creative outcomes to facilitate change is an important skill for superintendents to consider
when advancing institutional change. An example of creative outcomes, is the evaluation
process that one superintendent is utilizing in California. Even with unions, one
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superintendent commented on how he uses his teachers to opt into and create an
alternative to the traditional evaluation process. Doing so has created an inclusive culture
within his district simply because of the creativity that he modeled and encouraged from
the superintendency. Another superintendent commented on some of the work that
charter schools and charter management organizations are doing through creative
solutions with some of the same problems faced by neighboring public school districts.
Of all the creative solutions mentioned, one was mentioned that seemed impossible but
interesting by involving leaders of successful businesses to come in and teach
superintendents and principals how to lead. Sample interview responses are shown below
in Table 85.
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Table 85
Interview Comments Regarding Creativity
Interview Comments Regarding Creativity
And get entrepreneurs from around the world from Fortune 500 companies to teach those people
how to run a school like a business, with creativity and entrepreneurial ideas. What if we started
doing that in America? We would have a different mindset.
I would have to say that it is someone who is creative, flexible, and definitely patient, you have to
move slowly to go fast kind of thing.
The values were identified by our own teachers and framed in a way that was palatable by
teachers. This year that creative idea and the creative outcome from that group manifested itself
into every teacher in our district opting into a thesis and gave up their three-hour transaction with
the principal except for one teacher.
I think charters actually take more risks and go after people who are really good leaders, whether
or not they are the most experienced at the time or not. They know that is the person that is going
to get the job done, so I see charters hire like the business model of what have you done for me
lately, versus how many years have you been with the company.
The other tension that is opposed in this framework is that you need internal stability and you
need creativity. Too much internal stability kills creativity and too much creativity is too
whimsical.
Being a creative and not having all of the genetic dispositions of a personality of a creative and
then having those nurtured in your formative years lend itself to incredible challenges. There is
one thing about being a creative in that there is a significant concept of leading for creativity and
one of the perils of being a creative is that you can get fired from jobs because you are out there
too far. So, one thing that led me to being able to be in a position to lead for creativity is learning
from the mistakes of being too much of a creative. The other thing is: you gain domain-specific
knowledge in a number of areas and you grow and you become wiser.
They did something equally as provocative: last year I asked them to reflect on the effective
response to their emotions and then be empathetic. When you ask your teachers to teach for
creativity in the common core, you are asking your teachers to change. You are asking your
teachers to exhibit and share practice. Then when students begin to do group work and
thematically cross domain lines by building projects, and in our case having businesses in high
school, then you are able to empathize with the risk-taking involved. The necessary and real
learning isn't memorizing, of course, it's deep thinking, extended thinking skills and creativity,
which tie standards within and across subject domains so that you're actually getting prepared for
life just as much as you prepare for a test. It is profound.
So I think superintendents have to look at their health and the health of their employees and
encourage standing workstations. I tell my managers to do walk-and-talks. Don't sit in the desk
and just talk to somebody, go for a walk, workout, run. That is critical right now because I think
school officials are under so much stress they are forgetting the wellness component, and you
cannot lead unless you are well.
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Theme: Encouragement and Motivation. The qualitative data from the open ended
survey questions show that encouragement and motivation are an important part of the
change process that superintendents must be aware of when advancing district-wide
change. Due to the fact that the change process is slow, people eventually lose heart,
purpose, and focus over time. As a result, superintendents commented on the importance
of encouraging and motivating followers by choosing words carefully and backing those
words with actions. By choosing words carefully, superintendents noted that they will
inspire followers to do more than they otherwise would have without encouragement and
motivation. Sample written responses are shown below in Table 86.
Table 86
Example Comments Regarding Encouragement and Motivation in Written Responses to
Open-Ended Survey Questions
Example Comments Regarding Encouragement and Motivation in Written Responses to OpenEnded Survey Questions
Organizational encouragement and reduction of organizational impediments.
Ultimately it is about influencing permanently employed teachers who have little interest in
progress or institutional change. Many new hires or people who have joined our district in the
past few years are excited about what we are doing and how we approach our work. You have to
empower those folks and hope they take others with them.
Knowledge, ability to inspire, and selfless courage.
Model what you say.
Ability to listen, encourage, motivate, and communicate.

The qualitative data from superintendent interviews show that the ability to
encourage and motivate teammates is an important skill for superintendents to utilize
when advancing institutional change. For example, one superintendent referred to
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creativity as an alternative evaluation process that he oversaw in order to motivate
teachers to experience intrinsic and extrinsic motivation by empowering teachers to
create an opt-out or opt-in evaluation process. In another example, a superintendent
suggested that superintendents check in with their teammates as often as possible in order
to exude positivity. Another superintendent echoed this sentiment by emphasizing the
power of motivation through building positive relationships in addition to learning about
the psychology behind motivation. Sample interview responses are shown below in Table
87.
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Table 87
Interview Comments Regarding Encouragement and Motivation
Interview Comments Regarding Encouragement and Motivation
Their evaluations are already done and their contracts are already signed for next year. So the
extrinsic motivation of wondering whether you have a job or not is finished and then the intrinsic
motivation of doing something that is risk-taking and being vulnerable begins. So we minimize
the judgment piece of evaluations and maximize the intrinsic nature of exploration and finding
passion.
Also, practicing and making mistakes and learning from them and a lot of reflection. I tend to be
one who will ask, even today, if we have a meeting, I may ask somebody, ‘how did that go’ and
‘what could we have done differently’. So really spending time reflecting on my practice and
encouraging others to reflect on their practice.
Constantly monitor and check in with my team, really trying to be as positive as possible
throughout that process with people.
It's really interesting because my dad got his doctorate in the early 1970’s. His doctorate was on
the skillset needed to be a superintendent in the 1970’s, and I was privy to what went on in those
interviews and I actually got to work with one of the guys he interviewed from Stanford. The guy
is still alive and is one of the gurus in education. There is a lot of commonality about what was
needed back in the 70’s and what is needed now and a lot of that has to do with relationships and
the ability to motivate and move people in new directions that are current with sociological
trends.
I think you need to step out of leadership for a minute and learn more about psychological
motivation. That is really a domain of expertise in the body of knowledge that is missing from
higher education.

Summary of Data Addressing Research Question #3
This section examines the quantitative and qualitative data analysis which
addressed Research Question #3: What are the skills necessary for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional district-wide change? Data from Pearson analysis
and correlations suggests that there is a significantly high correlation between developing
a strategic plan and determining which changes are critical in the change process;
determining which changes are critical in the change process and monitoring and
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assessing every stage of the change process; planning and allowing strategic changes to
occur and developing a strategic plan. There is also a significantly medium to high
correlation between creating a strategic plan to reach district goals and communicating a
shared vision; holding individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and building
coalitions to reach district goals; recognizing the necessity of fostering change and
building a coalition and gathering support. Additionally, there is significantly medium
correlation between maintaining a balance of power among the participants of change and
determining which changes are critical; and recognizing the necessity of fostering change
and maintaining a balance of power among the participants of change.
Each correlation was reinforced by the qualitative data that was collected from
written survey questions and also from superintendent interview transcripts that were
transcribed and analyzed. The following themes emerged as necessary skills for
superintendents to consider when advancing institutional district-wide change:
Awareness of time; building a coalition with relational trust; student centeredness;
awareness of oppositions and barriers; building capacity and buy-in; courage; patience,
persistence, and perseverance; acknowledging, identifying, and analyzing the need for
change; determining which changes need to occur; strategic planning; systems-minded
thinking; creativity; and encouragement and motivation.
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Conclusion
This study used a mixed method approach to collect qualitative and quantitative
data to address each research question. Quantitative data was used using a survey and
Likert scale in addition to qualitative data which comprised of written survey responses
and interview transcripts. A Pearson correlation was used to find significance in factors
that impact the leadership nature of the superintendency, training gaps that exist in
preparing qualified leaders and skills that are necessary for advancing institutional
change in the superintendency.
In Research Question #1, there were significant correlations between creating
strategic plans, holding individuals accountable, building coalitions, effective
communication, increasing effectiveness, embracing conflict, encouraging collaboration
and shared decision-making processes. Additionally, the following themes emerged as
influencing the leadership nature of the superintendency when advancing student success:
collaboration, vision, communication, building positive relationships, acquiring
knowledge and experience, navigating politics, and listening and reflecting.
There were significant correlations in Research Question #2 between attending
workshops, attending leadership institutes, attending presentations, attending
conferences, receiving mentoring and on-the-job experience. Additionally, the following
themes emerged as gaps in training when preparing qualified superintendents: budgeting
and school finance, board relationships, mentoring and networking, educational training
and professional development, curriculum and instruction, and technology.
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Additionally, there were significant correlations in Research Question 3 between
creating and strategic plans, communicating a shared vision, holding individuals
accountable, building coalitions, recognizing the necessity of fostering change,
monitoring the change process, developing a strategic plan, and determining which
changes are critical and assessing each stage of the change process. Additionally, the
following themes emerged as necessary skills for superintendents to consider when
advancing institutional district-wide change: Awareness of time; building a coalition with
relational trust; student centeredness; awareness of oppositions and barriers; building
capacity and buy-in; courage; patience, persistence, and perseverance; acknowledging,
identifying, and analyzing the need for change; determining which changes need to
occur; strategic planning; systems-minded thinking; creativity; and encouragement and
motivation.
Chapter 5 follows and includes a review of the study’s purpose and research
questions, summary, review, and interpretations of the findings, in addition to
recommendations, policy and leadership implications, and suggestions for future
research.
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Chapter 5
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
This study was conceived as a result of the researcher’s lived experiences.
Growing up there were two clear paths: choose to be bitter and follow the pattern
modeled or choose to be better by working hard to change the modeled pattern. However,
desiring change and knowing how one actively and intentionally facilitates the change
process are two drastically different realities. How does a person go from a young child
to a man or woman; from alcoholism to sober living; from pay check to pay check to the
ability to save each month; from infidelity and divorce to a faithfully dedicated marriage;
from working many jobs to make ends meet, to one job that allows for financial freedom
and the ability to bless others with finances; from timidity to self-advocacy; from a
family of murdered males and an extended family raised by single females, to a balanced
familial unit able to provide financial and social emotional stability. Is it luck? Is it
privilege? These are questions that the researcher has spent most of his life wrestling with
and has observed similar themes and patterns in the communities in which he has served
school after school and time and time again. Students had many of the same obstacles to
overcome, i.e. low self-esteem, first generation college student, lack of self-advocacy,
divorce, lack of familial psychological and social emotional support, and remediation. In
addition to the researcher’s lived hardships, the neighborhoods that students grew up in
and the color of their skin also negatively impacted their odds at having a successful
school experience.
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The researcher made qualitative observations over a ten year period with little to
no change, in addition to examining the literature, only to find that the educational gaps
mirrored lived experiences. The research specifically points to the achievement gap of
students of color and their peers, the gap in the qualified educators charged with teaching
underachieving student populations, the gap in funding that students of color receive due
in part to parental and community subsidies, and the gap in the discipline data which
feeds the school-to-prison pipeline. So how is an educator able to make a dent and a
positive impact in such a bureaucratic system, especially educators who wrestle with
some of the very same struggles faced by the families they serve?
Although there is much research on leadership and change, there isn’t much data
that directly addresses a superintendent’s ability to lead change initiatives that impact
student learning. Since research shows that leadership matters, the combination of a gap
in the research paired with a negative lived and work experience prompted the
examination of the leadership nature of the superintendency; training gaps that exist in
preparing qualified leaders, and a leader’s ability to take the necessary steps to enact
change within their sphere of influence to prevent reproduction of the status quo in order
to advance student success. The purpose of this study is to examine the leadership
training gaps of California Superintendents and the skills necessary for district-wide
change in order to advance student success.
This chapter begins with a review of the study’s purpose and research questions, a
summary, a review and interpretation of the findings, in addition to recommendations,
policy and leadership implications, and suggestions for future research.
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Research Questions
Research Question 1: What is the leadership nature of the superintendency in
advancing student success?
Research Question 2: What are the existing training gaps in preparing qualified
superintendents?
Research Question 3: What are the skills necessary for superintendents to
consider when advancing institutional district-wide change?
Summary of Findings
Research Question #1
Research Question #1 was addressed by quantitative data collected using a Likert
scale in addition to a qualitative question on the survey instrument. Additional data was
collected in follow up interviews in which data was transcribed and coded. Figure 12
shows the correlations and themes that surfaced in the data collection process.
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Figure 12. Significant Themes of the Leadership Nature of the Superintendency when
Advancing Student Success.

Working together with teams of people is a theme that surfaced repeatedly
through collaboration and building positive relationships in addition to positive
correlations of building coalitions to reach district goals and encouraging positive
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relationships. These findings are supported by Blankstein (2004) and DuFour (2004)
when describing the culture that is created when using a Professional Learning
Community (PLC). The ability to build and sustain positive relationships was described
by superintendents as the hinge pin of the superintendency. Building relationships with
multiple stakeholders was the single most important skill that surfaced from the
classroom to the superintendency. These findings were also supported by Timperley and
Robinson (2002) who described the superintendent’s ability to build positive community
relationships and Boring (2011) who discussed the importance of a superintendent’s
ability to connect with their board. Mulvey and Cauffman (2001) also support these
findings when discussing the importance of a school leader’s ability to use relational trust
in order to prevent students from becoming isolated and disconnected before committing
acts of violence on school campuses. Nevarez (2015) also supports these findings when
describing the necessary steps in the change process of building coalition and support as
evidenced by step two in his change model.
Establishing a vision and being able to appropriately communicate that vision to
all stakeholders is another theme that surfaced in the analysis process. These findings
mirror the quantitative data which showed positive correlations between holding
individuals accountable for increasing effectiveness and effectively communicating a
shared district vision. This data is supported by Kotter (1995) who points out that every
leader should be able to create a vision and articulate their vision to all stakeholders.
Additionally, these findings are supported by Fullan (2008) who suggests that leaders
must be able to connect stakeholders to their purpose. In order to appropriately connect
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followers to a leader’s purpose, leaders must be able to communicate and clearly
articulate his or her vision and the ‘why’ behind their decisions.
Additional qualitative themes that surfaced were listening, reflecting, and
acquiring additional knowledge and experience. These findings closely mirrored
quantitative data that showed positive correlations between involving others in a shared
decision making process and empowering others to exceed district goals and
expectations. In order to effectively involve others in the decision making process, it
requires constant listening and reflecting upon other’s opinions in order to make
appropriate decisions. Also, additional training and knowledge is necessary in order to
know how best to exceed district expectations and goals. This obtaining of knowledge
and training is supported by Bodner (1986) who suggests that educators should constantly
pursue, build, and test their knowledge. Kouzes and Posner (2007) suggest that educators
are better positioned to improve and innovate when they listen and reflect on their
interactions with other educators.
An additional theme that surfaced as an important factor to the leadership nature
of the superintendency is the ability to effectively navigate the political waters of the
position. This data is supported by EdSource (2014) which noted political factors as a
significant reason for high superintendent turnover. During one superintendent’s
interview, he recounted a story that caused him to step away from the district and school
setting for a number of years because of political forces that were at play in his first
tenure as a superintendent. Another superintendent was told by a mentor that she would
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not make it in the position if she did not become more political than she was at the time
of her mentoring session.
Interpretations of the Leadership Nature of the Superintendency
What this means for future superintendents is that leadership skills must be honed
if one expects to avoid becoming part of the turnover and tenure statistic in order to
further student success in their district. According to this study and literature, this can be
done by having a clear vision of what student success looks like and possessing the
ability to effectively communicate it with a multitude of stakeholders. Superintendents
can do this best by building positive relationships with teams and by listening and
reflecting upon stakeholder feedback. This relational trust and awareness is also
important in order to avoid costly political mistakes. It is important for leaders to know
who they can trust and who to go to in order to make decisions that consistently have
students’ best interests in mind. As one superintendent mentioned, if there are gaps in
understanding, superintendents must acquire the information or gain the experience that
is lacking.
Research Question #2
Research Question #2 was also addressed by quantitative data collected using a
Likert scale in addition to a qualitative question on the survey instrument. Additional data
was collected in follow-up interviews in which data was transcribed and coded. Figure 13
shows the significant correlations and themes that surfaced in the data collection process.
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Quantitative Data
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Figure 13. Significant Themes of Existing Training Gaps in Preparing Qualified Leaders.

Although there was not a quantitative option that allowed superintendents to
respond to budgeting and school finance, it received the most responses on the qualitative
open-ended survey question regarding training gaps. Superintendents noted the
complexity of fiscal responsibility, especially in larger districts. Although many had prior
training and experience when running schools or oversight of educational programs, all
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experience paled in comparison to oversite of a district budget. This finding is supported
by Gates (2011) who commented on the fiscal reality facing many educational leaders.
Additionally, Merrow (2004) noted the fluctuation of instability across the State of
California when examining district budgets. This research is most likely the reason
superintendents remarked that they felt ill-prepared for the reality of fiscal oversite they
faced once in the position.
Although mentoring often takes place between bosses or people in authority and
future leaders who work beneath them, collected data in this study suggests that this is
most likely not happening between superintendents and their board members. Data
suggests that some boards across California are dysfunctional. As the qualitative data
showed, board members join school districts for many different reasons, some with
specific agendas. Boring (2011) suggests that board relationships are critical to a
superintendent’s success and yet seven of the eight superintendents interviewed referred
to the dysfunction they have experienced in working with their board. Conversely, many
superintendents commented that their mentor was a previous superintendent who
encouraged them to apply for a superintendent position while working beneath them. The
quantitative data also supported this finding as there was a positive correlation between
mentoring and on the job experience. Although most mentoring happened on the job,
research by UCEA (2009) suggests that mentoring and leadership development are rare
and leave many, particularly new superintendents, feelings ill-equipped. As such,
superintendents feel as though they need more training on mentorship and establishing
trusting relationships with their board.
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One theme that was clear was the need for more educational training and
professional development in areas such as curriculum, instruction, and technology. The
quantitative data suggested that there was a high correlation between workshops and
conferences in addition to a medium correlation between academic programs and
presentations. It is clear that superintendents prefer to receive their training in shorter
timespans such as workshops and conferences. This could be due to the fact that
workshops are shorter and superintendents have time-sensitive schedules. The findings
surrounding conferences are also supported by the qualitative data where superintendents
referred to conferences put on by numerous affiliations. Even when scheduling
superintendent interviews, some interviews had to be pushed back and two scheduled
interviews had to be canceled because the superintendents were gone for a week-long
conference or because a significant administrative issue that required their attention came
up. On one account, the superintendent mentioned golfing on one day of the conference,
so it makes sense that superintendents enjoy attending such conferences due to such
social rewards of the position.
Also, it makes sense why there is a lower correlative significance in regards to
academic programs because Levine (2005) points out that university programs preparing
future superintendents have come under attack and scrutiny for their lack of relevance
and rigor. Additional research by Grogan and Andrews (2002) speak to this discrepancy
by comparing preparatory programs that attempt to train principals and superintendents
with the same curriculum but for two very different positions. However, regardless of
how well university programs prepare superintendents, Wells (2010) confirms data
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collected in his study that higher education plays a critical role in equipping and
empowering educational leaders. Additionally, superintendents reported in the qualitative
interview data that due to their age and the cost of education, educational development
was not practical in their specific case. This makes sense considering 41.51%
superintendents who completed the survey were between the ages of 46-55 and 42.45%
of respondents were between the ages of 56-65.
Interpretations for Training Gaps when Preparing Qualified Superintendents
Superintendents feel ill-prepared in many important areas and that they should go
into the position with both training and expertise. According to Cantor and Zirkel (1990)
many superintendents are instead gaining experience on the job and in the context of the
themes that surfaced. For example, if superintendents need training in finances, they are
gaining experience through mentors, working closely with CFO’s, or attending a specific
financial training workshop. It is interesting that many superintendents claimed that they
needed help in understanding budgeting and finance and the fact that many came from
rural districts. This connection could be due to the fact that some rural districts contract
out for such services and do not have someone in the district that is equipped to deal with
financial matters.
Board relationships are extremely important. It is important that a superintendent
know basic information about the bosses with whom they plan to work. Two
superintendents said that they specifically chose the districts that they went to work for,
both knowing exactly what they were in for once they attained the superintendency.
Other superintendents described their board as five-headed monster and did not mention
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any such strategy when applying for their district. Either more training needs to be
provided to superintendents once they are in the superintendency regarding how to build
positive board relationships or training before applying for superintendent positions on
identifying which districts and which boards would be a good fit so that students receive
the benefits positive adult relationships model for their district.
It is also important that superintendents continue to develop as professionals. This
is not only important as the instructional leader, but also to lead in the 21st century where
technology is rapidly changing. Superintendents must keep up with current literature and
current findings so that their students are prepared for college and careers.
Research Question #3
Research Question #3 was also addressed by quantitative data collected using a
Likert scale in addition to a qualitative question on the survey instrument. Additional data
was collected in follow-up interviews in which data was transcribed and coded. Figure 14
shows the significant correlations and themes that surfaced in the data collection process.
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Quantitative Data
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Figure 14. Significant Themes of Skills Necessary for Superintendents to Consider When
Advancing Institutional District-Wide Change.
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Similar to the importance of a superintendent’s ability to have a vision, the
quantitative data in this study suggests that there is a high correlation between developing
a strategic plan and determining which changes are necessary and critical in the change
process. In order to be strategic when engaging change, it is also important for
superintendents to embrace the notions found in the qualitative data, both that change
takes time and that it requires relational trust in order to build a coalition of people to
help carry out the change. This data is supported by Nevarez (2015) whose change model
states that leaders must develop a plan or vision, determine which changes are critical,
allow strategic change to occur, and build a coalition of people. Kotter (1995) also talks
about the importance of building a power coalition of people utilizing trust to win people
over. This also clarifies why change is such a time consuming process because there are
so many elements involved in moving the process along. As stated in this study, without
a vision, people perish or wilt away. Without an ability to communicate a vision, people
are lost and consensus is lost. Additionally, without the ability to recognize that change is
necessary or the ability to get started by determining which changes need to occur,
change is an uphill battle.
There was also a high correlation in the quantitative data that pointed to the
importance of planning for strategic changes and developing strategic plans. This data
was supported by the qualitative data in which superintendents stressed the importance of
systematic thinking in addition to strategic planning. This data was also supported by
Nevarez (2015) who stated that leaders must allow for change to occur. This data also
supports the needs for superintendents to have the ability to determine which changes
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need to occur because superintendents need to adhere to a strategic plan when making
decisions. They also need to approach decisions strategically, since Maxwell (2007)
recommends the mindset of being in it for the long haul. Part of strategic planning is in
not rushing decisions along with being methodical in the smallest of details.
One major detail of change is that leaders need followers to help carry out change.
The Quantitative data in this study suggests that there is a significant correlation between
recognizing the necessity of fostering change and building a coalition and gathering
support. This data was also supported by the themes that surfaced in the qualitative data
which suggested that superintendents must acknowledge, identify, and analyze the need
for change when engaging the change process. Each of these findings are supported by
Collins (2001) who suggests that leaders must have the ability to get the right people ‘on
the bus’ in order to build a team of leaders who are skilled in doing their jobs effectively
in order to bring about the desired change. Conger & Benjamin (1999) also support these
findings that once change is acknowledged and analyzed, leaders must adopt a shared
leadership approach in order to build a team of leaders who lead teams.
Due to the fact that superintendents are leading in a world that is facing increasing
conflict, superintendents must lead with courage, as the qualitative data noted. This is
supported by Rahim (2002) who stated that conflict must be embraced so that
superintendents are not consumed by resolution. Superintendents should acknowledge
that conflict is okay and as Boring (2011) recommends, superintendents need to be
willing to take risks.

217
There were a number of high correlations involving determining which changes
need to occur. This data coupled with the qualitative data on creativity is an important
finding. The researcher did not know about creative research before this study and the
qualitative survey data; in addition to the qualitative interviews, pointed to a number of
different research articles on creative educational outcomes. These findings are supported
by Unsworth (2001) who encourages leaders to exercise creative learning and leading
since some level of creativity is utilized in almost every profession. Additionally, Shalley
and Gilson (2004) suggest that leaders need their employees to be socially aware enough
to creatively generate appropriate products, processes, approaches. This process is done
most effectively by leaders modeling and stressing the importance of creative thinking in
addition to encouraging failure. Only when an environment is created where stakeholders
are encouraged to make mistakes and think creatively, will stakeholders feel free enough
to fail.
Interpretations for the Skill Set Necessary When Facilitating District-wide Change
Data from this study suggests that superintendents are much more comfortable
with conflict than the literature suggests. This could be due to an adaptation that has
occurred since the rise in school violence and school accountability. As mentioned in
Chapter 1, research calls for additional studies examining the nature of the
superintendency post the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Data also suggest that
superintendents should be aware of change models such as Fullan (2007), Kotter (1995),
and Nevarez (2015) in order to better understand models for engaging change.
Superintendents must acknowledge, identify, and analyze the need for change, determine
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which changes need to occur, develop a strategic plan and vision, build a coalition
utilizing relational trust by building capacity and buy-in, have an awareness of time and
allow for changes to occur, be aware of oppositions and barriers, while encouraging and
motivating throughout every step of the change process. Additionally, this should all be
done by making courageous decisions that have students’ best interest in mind while
utilizing any means necessary to engage creative outcomes for California’s students.
Findings in the Context of the Theoretical Framework
This study was grounded on three theoretical frameworks: Transformational
Leadership Theory and Institutional Change Theory. As stated in Chapter 2, theory is
used to help frame or to better explain observations that are made in the field. The ability
to mentally frame was evident in this study and points to the value of doctoral programs,
as it was made clear by those who had their doctorate and those who did not by the
language level employed by the respondents. For example, superintendents who had an
EdD or PhD used theoretical language, whereas superintendents without doctorates
stopped at terms such as leadership. Superintendents with their doctorates spoke
transformational leadership, in addition to using the exact language used in the various
Change theories presented in Chapter 2.
This study points to the importance of knowing oneself in order to better
understand what kind of leader one is. Doing so allows a leader to find a district that is a
good fit in order to make better decisions that serve students in transformational ways
(Bess & Dee). As shown in Figure 15, themes highlighted in red were areas that
superintendents held a good understanding and felt that they addressed well. Leadership
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is a theme that surfaced many times; however, not as many superintendents referred to
transformational leadership, specifically.
Furthermore, Bruner (1961) suggests that learning codes and categorizes new
information as that information is learned. This constructivist approach was referred to by
superintendents as their lived and work experiences. Since nearly all superintendents
referred to some sort of preparation that had benefited them while in the superintendency,
they are coded as red. However, education is coded as yellow because only 38.4% of
superintendents in this study had their doctorate degree. According to Bolman and Deal
(2008) such knowledge impacts not only how one interacts in a district, but also in their
private lives.
This was again evident in the when talking about Change Theory. Although the
themes that surfaced were evident to most superintendents, the ones who had their
doctorates responded with the exact terminology exhibited in the Institutional Change
Model (Nevarez, 2015). Although almost every superintendent spoke about the studentcenteredness of change, not everyone employed the same language. For example, one
superintendent used the term ‘form a coalition and build support’, whereas another
superintendent used the term ‘build your team’. The concepts in green indicate concepts
that superintendents identified but admitted they needed more work on, as it is hard to be
patient and allow for things to change over time.
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Figure 15. Findings Through the Lens of Theory
Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, the researcher recommends the following
actions for future superintendents and training programs. The first two recommendations
address Research Question #1; the third and fourth recommendations address Research
Question #2, and the fifth and sixth recommendations address Research Question #3.
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1. Leaders should continue to engage in professional development opportunities,
which allow them to collaborate and build positive networks with other
superintendents in order to add to their current experience(s).
2. School leaders should continue to explore the literature on creativity in order to
better understand the impact of creativity and creative learning environments on
school districts and student learning.
3. School leaders should continue to seek out mentors as well as mentoring
younger leaders in order to coach and train in specific areas of board relationships
and the navigation of politics.
4. Universities and county offices of education should continue to offer
workshops on curriculum and instruction with the implementation of common
core aligned textbooks and in addition to technology integration.
5. Superintendents should continue to engage systems thinking in order to
establish district-wide structures that engage change and support student success.
6. School leaders must continue to embrace and engage the change process
through relationships, capacity building and buy-in to create lasting and
sustainable change.
1. Leaders should continue to engage in professional development opportunities which
allow them to collaborate and build positive networks with other superintendents in order
to add to their current experience(s).
This recommendation is made based on the positive correlations between
workshops, conferences, and leadership institutes and the qualitative themes that surfaced
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in regards to the lack of preparation that superintendents felt going into the
superintendency. Superintendents reported feeling ill-equipped to engage district budgets
and finances, interact appropriately with the school boards, find the appropriate mentors
with whom to relate their experience, locate the educational training and professional
development needed to do their job effectively, engage their teams with instruction
leadership, and fund/develop tech-savvy teachers. These are all essential skills for district
leaders, and yet the data collected suggests that superintendents have had to acquire these
skills outside of or independently of established norms. This recommendation is
grounded in research by Wehling (2007) who discusses the lack of uniformity in
university training programs. The fact that there is not a uniform way to train
superintendents in California points to the disarray of the current system and the feeling
of not being prepared for a very important job. This lack of preparation is also grounded
in research by the National School Boards Association (2002) who discusses the tenure
of superintendents and the associated burnout that is faced in a short period of time. By
continuing to engage in professional development and by building a positive network,
superintendents will be better poised to enter the superintendency prepared with the skills
and abilities, which allow them to effectively lead school districts.
2. School leaders should continue to explore the literature on creativity in order to better
understand the impact of creativity and creative learning environments on school
districts and student learning.
This recommendation is based on the qualitative data that surfaced in regards to
creativity. Numerous superintendents mentioned the frustration of attempting to engage
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the change process only to encounter roadblocks and oppositions. Multiple
superintendents commented on the need for creative leaders who encourage creativity in
schools and classrooms throughout California. This recommendation is based on the
research, wherein one superintendent encouraged the researcher to engage creativity after
the interview was completed. As such, superintendents should familiarize themselves
with research by Beghetto and Kaufman (2007) where educators are encouraged to
broaden their conceptions as well as upon empirical studies of creativity. In the process
of changing probably outcomes for the students and for other related problems
highlighted in this study, perhaps creative solutions are exactly what California’s schools
and students need.
3. School leaders should continue to seek out mentors as well as mentoring younger
leaders in order to coach and train in specific areas of board relationships and the
navigation of politics.
This recommendation is derived from the positive correlation between mentoring
and on the job training, based on the numerous superintendents who spoke of mentors
who encouraged them to pursue the superintendency. Superintendents credited their
survival in the superintendency to other superintendents with more experience who were
able to import positive impact; bettering their own experience. Other superintendents
warned future superintendents of failure which might occur without a mentor.
Furthermore, receiving an education in and of itself is not sufficient. For those who have
been given much, much is expected and should therefore pay it forward by investing in
the lives of younger leaders who need mentors. This recommendation is grounded in
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Alsbury and Hackmann (2006) research on mentoring programs and the benefit that is
received by protégés, mentors, and the school districts that participate in them. The
research by Hudson (2005) also supports the data collected by superintendents, which
describes the importance of mentor-mentee relationships that provide a sounding board
before making big decisions.
Superintendents noted a lack of training and experience prior to ascending to the
superintendency with board relationships in addition to a continued focus on student
centeredness. Superintendents also noted the frustration in working with their boards.
Although many superintendents spoke positively about their view of seeing everything
through the lens of how decisions impact students, almost every comment in relation to
schools board was negative. One superintendent described her board as a five-headed
monster; each of whom had their own agenda, when joining the board. Rather than
focusing on differences of opinions and agendas, superintendents should continue to
bring the focus back to the one thing that all parties have in common: students. This
recommendation is grounded in research when Jones (2012) discusses lack of training
and experience as one of the greatest inhibiting factors to the success of the
superintendents. Goodman and Zimmerman (2000) suggest that the only way that
superintendents and school boards can work through the tension is by teamwork, which is
done through student focus. Change is much more challenging when encountering
competing interests and board opposition; thus, superintendents should work
collaboratively in order to create change that leads to positive outcomes for student
success.
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4. Universities and county offices of education should continue to offer workshops on
curriculum and instruction with the implementation of common core aligned textbooks
and in addition to technology integration.
This recommendation is based on the positive correlations between academic
programs and educational training. Additionally, numerous superintendents noted the
opportunities provided in doctoral programs and ACSA. Although most superintendents
spoke positively of ACSA, one superintendent referred to it as an undercover union.
Regardless, the qualitative data revealed a greater need for more training. The
quantitative data also showed that only 38.4% of respondents have their doctorate degree.
One superintendent replied that due to his age and as a result of the cost, doctoral training
is no longer appropriate for him. Additionally, research by Wehling (2007) suggests that
new leadership preparation programs must be created that do more than award licenses or
degrees in educational leadership. Research by Cunningham (1985) suggests that
superintendents must continue to model and lead the way by teaching, learning, and
growing as the chief executive. With the push for the common core standards and
technology based accountability testing, it is important that superintendents feel prepared
to lead the charge in regards to curriculum and technology.
5. Superintendents should continue to engage systems thinking in order to establish
district-wide structures that engage change and support student success.
This recommendation was selected as a result of the findings in both the
qualitative survey responses and the qualitative interviews. Superintendents noted that the
management of large systems is important in order to know how to move and motivate
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large systems such as districts. Without such an understanding, change will not happen or
will not be sustainable. One superintendent noted that systemic change occurs when
teammates are empowered and capacity is built. Another superintendent noted that
systems are important to embed in a culture so that when there is turnover, another
superintendent cannot come in and dismantle everything done by the previous
superintendent because of the strong systems that are in place. One superintendent noted
that it is a superintendent’s job to set good structures in place due to the fact that
superintendents don't stay long. Research by Kast and Rosenzweig (1972) support the
finding that systems have interrelated parts impacting the whole institution. According to
Kuk, Banning, and Amey (2012) it is very difficult for any one position to have a
complete understanding of the whole organization. Thus, superintendents should have an
understanding of systems in order to better understand how different parts of the change
process work together to support and engage student success.
6. School leaders must continue to embrace and engage the change process through
relationships, capacity building and buy-in to create lasting and sustainable change.
This recommendation was made as a result of a high correlation between
determining which changes are critical in the change process, monitoring and assessing
every stage of the change process, and planning and allowing strategic changes to occur.
Additionally, the qualitative data suggested that superintendents need to build capacity so
that people will be able to solve their own problems. Multiple superintendents
commented that capacity building is paramount and superintendents should consider
having a ‘farm system’ beneath them, so that the change they implement will outlast
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them. One superintendent simplified the process by recommending that leaders recruit,
hire, and train the brightest and best staff because teachers are experts in their field.
Literature by Burke (2013) supports this recommendation, as change is impossible to
avoid, so superintendents must hire and retain staff that will carry out their vision. Thus
change should continue to be embraced and implemented when applicable. Gladwell
(2006) suggests that change is contagious and can have big effects when implemented
appropriately. Thus, superintendents should become more familiar with change practices
in order to bring about positive and sustainable change that outlives superintendent
tenure. Superintendents can do so by building capacity in other leaders and buy-in with
multiple stakeholders.
Leadership and Policy Implications
Of the 112 superintendents in California who participated in this study, 72.90% of
them were white. The next closest ethnic affiliation was Hispanic at 14.02%. Thus, there
is a huge gap in the percentage of ethnic minority leaders charged with making important
decisions for California’s student population, which is growing more diverse. As such,
California policy makers should consider programs at an early age that engage students in
school. If students do not have a favorable school experience, it is not likely that they will
return to work for a system that has failed to prepare or engage them. It is only when
there is a large pool of diversity in the teaching staff that students will be able to envision
themselves as teachers and that more diverse teachers will be promoted or tapped to go
into school leadership. For example, this could be done by policy makers mandating that
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purposeful and targeted funding be set aside to attract more qualified and diverse
candidates as school teachers.
Leaders and policy makers must act in the best interests of children and change
the power structure in California. As it stands, teachers are already in a position of
authority and power and although superintendents spoke consistently of doing what is
best for students, their job is nearly impossible to do as long as teachers are not given
appropriate skills and resources with which to do their jobs effectively. Policy makers
must continue to create policies ensuring students have access to great schools and great
teachers. This can be done by evaluating doctoral and leadership training programs in
order to ensure that those educational efforts or offerings remain practitioner-focused in
order to equip leaders with the skills necessary to advance student success.
Another way that policy makers can continue to create policies that ensure student
success is by ensuring that California’s educators are highly qualified and prepared to
teach and lead California’s schools. Leaders and policy makers must offer formal and
numerous opportunities via doctoral programs, leadership institutes, conferences, and
local professional development in order to better understand the change process. One
superintendent spoke of having the ability to be trained by a CEO of a Fortune 500
company for a year. Although this is a far reach, his point is valid. Leaders need to be
better prepared if they are expected to lead schools in the 21st century with greater
expectations, additional accountability; with fewer resources to do so. Leaders need all
the help that they can get. Policy makers should look into programs like Deloitte’s
Courageous Principal’s Institute since they are uniquely positioned to work with

229
companies in the Silicon Valley; sharing their leadership knowledge with California’s
school leaders. It is no longer acceptable to give school leaders handouts of fish; school
leaders must be taught how to fish in order to better lead.
Limitations
With any study, there is always bias at play. The first bias, of which the researcher
was aware, was the limited information available to him regarding superintendents.
Before this study, the researcher had little access to the superintendency, so there were
gaps in understanding even after reviewing the literature. This bias is also reflected by the
fact that the collected superintendent data must be trusted for what it is although lacking
in quantity. Forty-five percent of surveyed superintendents were superintendents for 1-2
years at the time of the study. This portion of the data alone shows that the experience of
nearly 50% of the respondents were limited to a two-year timeframe, although many in
their first year spoke of the learning curve encountered within their first year of
superintendency. Perhaps one could argue that much of the learning is acquired in the
first year of on-the-job experience, however, another superintendent spoke about the
benefits of being in one district for thirteen years. Some experience can only be gained
over time and the longer time spent as a superintendent, the more experience that is
gained. An additional factor that was limiting, was the fact that 58% of survey
respondents were from rural districts, which makes sense considering most
superintendents who agreed to participate in interviews ranged from Northern California
to Central California and as far west as the Bay Area. This is a limitation of the data in as
much as the experience that was captured was more rural in nature. It would have been
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preferable to capture additional data from urban districts, since only 12.26% of the survey
respondents were superintendents in urban districts.
Suggestions for Future Research
Based on the findings of this study, the researcher suggests the following for
future research. The first suggestion addresses Research Question #1, the second
suggestion addresses Research Question #2, and the third and fourth suggestions
addresses Research Question #3.
1. Educational researchers should examine the impact of creativity and creative
learning environments on districts and their schools, in addition to how creative
outcomes are impacting student success.
2. Educational research should examine the dynamics between superintendents
and their schools boards and the positive or negative relationships that exist in
preparing superintendents to lead for both student and district success.
3. Educational researchers should differentiate between how new superintendents
(1-2 years) and seasoned superintendents (5+ years) feel about their ability to
engage the change process.
4. Educational researchers should examine various change models in order to
examine their similarities and differences among those models and the impact
they have on school leaders.
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1. Educational researchers should examine the impact of creativity and creative learning
environments on districts and their schools.
If changes are to be made in the field of education, educators are going to be
challenged with approaching many of the same problems utilizing different methods than
past leaders. One approach that surfaced in this study is the need for creativity in the 21st
century. With the push for STEM and the Common Core Standards, students and
educators are expected to approach the classroom with an ability to think critically. Thus,
it is important that more research be done on superintendents, leaders, school districts,
schools, and teachers who are engaging creative outcomes and applying the research on
creativity. In its current setting, educators are preparing all students as though they are
going to college and doing so is a failing and an uphill battle. As such, it is necessary for
educational leaders to explore how to best support a lifetime of creative learning and
expression so that students can and will be successful in whatever career path they so
choose.
2. Educational researchers should examine the dynamics between superintendents and
their schools boards and the positive or negative relationships that exist in preparing
superintendents to lead for both student and district success.
Future research should be done on the dynamics between board members and
their superintendents and the impact that such relationships have in either hindering or
propelling district-wide change. Superintendents in this study revealed such relationships
as babysitting the board and preparing for the fact that each of the board members has
their own agenda that often conflicts with the superintendent’s goals. Another
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superintendent discussed board discord and although she got along with her board
members, they did not get along with each other. Another superintendent described such
a position as an awkward place to be in because the board is the superintendent’s boss.
Due to the importance that relationships have on the workplace, as superintendents noted
in this study, future studies should examine the dynamics between superintendents and
their board members, and how they help or hinder changes that need to be made for the
betterment of students.
3. Educational researchers should differentiate between how new superintendents (1-2
years) and seasoned superintendents (5+ years) feel about their ability to engage the
change process.
From the demographic data compiled during this study, it was determined that
34.8% of superintendents were in their first two years of the superintendency. One
superintendent admitted their own bias to the questions asked in this study and offered for
the researcher to come back and interview her board with the same questions in order to
triangulate patterns and themes of her responses in relation to other’s perceptions of her
ability to engage the change process. Although this was the researcher’s original intent,
adjustments had to be made due to time constraints and also due to the length of the
study. Future studies should be conducted in regards to the effectiveness of
superintendents within their first five years of tenure. Questions to explore include: What
changes are actually made? How effective are the changes that are made and how do they
impact student success. In what ways do first and second-year superintendents compare
with superintendents who have been superintendents for more than five years?
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Additional studies that examine superintendent effectiveness, regardless of the
number of years that they have held the position, should be surveyed in order to better
understand the effectiveness of the job superintendents are performing. This can also be
done by utilizing district-wide, principal, teacher, parent, and student surveys in order to
collect data reflecting stakeholder perceptions of district health.
4. Educational researchers should examine various change models in order to examine
their similarities and differences among those models and the impact they have on school
leaders.
Of the change theories examined in Chapter 2, there were numerous similarities in
addition to some differences in interpretation that superintendents noted in this study. In
order to help leaders better engage the change process, future researchers should examine
the similarities and differences produced by various studies and theoretical change
models in order to determine how they impact a superintendent’s ability to engage and
facilitate the change process. Are superintendents who have a better understanding of the
change process better equipped to create change within their school district? One
superintendent noted in this study that without such an understanding, a superintendent
will fail in facilitating the change process.
Discussion
Life is extremely circuitous. While writing this dissertation, the researcher buried
three grandparents. In the midst of the busiest season of life, the researcher watched three
healthy relatives return to the weakened, infantile state in which they were brought into
this world. Similarly, just as this study began, it ends with similar introductory thoughts:
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the researcher must continue to change himself in order to impact his family, so that they
can impact their town, in hopes that the town can influence the nation, so that perhaps
one day the world will be changed for the better as a result of changes implemented by
the researcher. This began by implementing some of the changes discovered in this study.
One superintendent suggested that he wished he had done what the researcher
accomplished in this study, such that he would have entered the superintendency with a
more realistic mindset. Although many superintendents intuitively knew the leadership
nature of the superintendency because they were identified or tapped for leadership
positions earlier in their careers, superintendents in this study having their doctorate
degrees had a better grasp of the academic language necessary for district-wide change.
This was supported by one superintendent in particular who noted the lessons learned and
experience gained when she researched and interviewed superintendents while pursuing
her EdD. Another superintendent spoke about his ability to use research as a lens and
basis to focus their practice and decisions when promoting student success.
As such, the researcher will continue to build and strengthen leadership skills
through leadership development, mentorship, and continuous study of academic research,
in order to approach the superintendency better prepared than many of the responding
superintendents, who noted their lack of preparation for the superintendent position in
this study. That is not to say that they did not eventually acquire the skills necessary, but
that many hard lessons were learned as a result of not having the necessary training. By
entering the superintendency better prepared, the researcher hopes to have a greater
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impact on student success than otherwise would have been realized before conducting
this study.
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Frequencies and Percentages – Demographics
Frequencies and Percentages – Other (please specify)
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Asian

2

1.8

Greek American/White

1

.9

Human Race

1

.9

Korean

1

.9

Spanish/White

1

.9

White and Hispanic

1

.9

Frequencies and Percentages – Superintendent’s Leadership Skills and Behaviors
Frequencies and Percentages – Creating a strategic plan to reach district goals
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

41

36.6

66

58.9

3

2.7

2

1.8

Frequencies and Percentages – Holding individuals accountable for increasing
effectiveness and building coalitions to reach district goals
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

43

38.4

62

55.4

5

4.5

2

1.8

Frequencies and Percentages – Embracing conflict to improve the district
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

45

40.2

54

48.2

11

9.8

1

.9
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Frequencies and Percentages – Encouraging collaborative participation
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

81

72.3

29

25.9

1

.9

0

0

Frequencies and Percentages – Involving others in a shared decision making process
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

84

75.0

23

20.5

3

2.7

0

0

Frequencies and Percentages – Empowering others to exceed district goals and
expectations
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

60

53.6

45

40.2

6

5.4

0

0

Frequencies and Percentages – Encouraging innovation and creativity among district
employees
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

56

50.0

51

45.5

4

3.6

0

0
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Frequencies and Percentages – Training Gaps in Preparing Qualified
Superintendents
Frequencies and Percentages – Workshops
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Very Important

7

6.3

Important

51

45.5

Somewhat Important

46

41.1

Not Important

3

2.7

Frequencies and Percentages – Leadership institutes
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Very Important

40

35.7

Important

50

44.6

Somewhat Important

15

13.4

Not Important

3

2.7

Frequencies and Percentages – Conferences
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Very Important
Important

12

10.7

49

43.8

Somewhat Important

46

41.1

Not Important

2

1.8

Frequencies and Percentages – Presentations
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Very Important

8

7.1

Important

32

28.6

Somewhat Important

64

57.1

Not Important

5

4.5
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Frequencies and Percentages – Necessary Skills for Superintendent Consideration
when Advancing Institutional District-Wide Change
Frequencies and Percentages – Planning and allowing strategic changes to occur
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

49

43.8

49

43.8

7

6.3

1

.9

Frequencies and Percentages – Recognizing the necessity of fostering change
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

63

56.3

37

33.0

5

4.5

1

.9

Frequencies and Percentages – Building a coalition and gathering support
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

48

42.9

51

45.5

6

5.4

1

.9

Frequencies and Percentages – Maintaining a balance of power among the participants
of change
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

24

21.4

65

58.0

14

12.5

2

1.8
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Frequencies and Percentages – Determining which changes are critical
Variable

Frequency

Percent

Excellent
Good
Fair
Needs Improvement

46

41.1

54

48.2

5

4.5

1

.9
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