
  

 

 

 

 

 

 ‘The Road Less Traveled’: The Female’s Journey to the State Superintendency   

By Sarah L. Tanner-Anderson 

B.A. in English, December 2002, Longwood University 

M.A. in English, Education, and Writing, August 2007, Longwood University  

 

  

  

A Dissertation Submitted to 

 

 

 

 

The Faculty of  

The Graduate School of Education and Human Development 

of The George Washington University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirement 

for the degree of Doctor of Education 

 

January 31, 2014 

 

Dissertation directed by 

Linda K. Lemasters 

Associate Professor of Education Administration 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

ii 

The Graduate School of Education and Human Development of The George Washington 

University certifies that Sarah Lynn Tanner-Anderson has passed the Final Examination 

for the degree of Doctor of Education as of October 29, 2013. This is the final and 

approved form of the dissertation. 

 

‘The Road Less Traveled’: The Female’s Journey to the State Superintendency 

Sarah L. Tanner-Anderson 

 

Dissertation Research Committee: 

Linda K. Lemasters, Associate Professor of Educational Administration, 

Dissertation Director 

 

Jo Lynne DeMary, Former Virginia Superintendent of Public Instruction, 

Committee Member 

 

Joseph T. Emerson, Teacher, Newport News Public Schools, Committee Member  

 

  



  

iii 

Dedication 
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they have with me, and give you the strength to find your voice, acknowledging its 

different, yet beautiful sound (Gilligan, 1993).  
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Abstract 

‘The Road Less Traveled’: The Female’s Journey to the State Superintendency 

A number of studies have emerged over the past several decades attempting to 

pinpoint potential factors for occupational inequity and inequality for prospective and 

current female educational leaders.  Although women are increasingly obtaining 

leadership positions in the field, one position remains elusive to the aspiring female 

educational leader: the superintendency (Bilken & Brannigan, 1980; Brunner & Björk, 

2001; Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006; Mertz, 2006; Shakeshaft, 

1987).  Overcoming societal perceptions, handling hardships associated with attaining 

and maintaining one’s position, and building powerful, meaningful relationships are some 

of the foci of previous research; however, there seems to be a piece missing from the 

current available literature.  While one may evaluate the struggles females have faced in 

attaining district-level superintendent positions, research detailing the female’s journey to 

the state superintendency remains incredibly limited to nonexistent.  Through a 

postmodern-feminist lens, this qualitative study employs Harter and Monsour’s (1992) 

Self-in-Relationship (SIR) interview protocol, in addition to open-ended interview 

questions, to explore a conceptual framework blending perceptions, reality, and 

relationships that potentially impact females on the journey to and in service within the 

state superintendency.  From a constructivist, Grounded Theory approach, the study 

investigates a glaring gap in the current available literature in an effort to answer the 

overarching question:  Do female superintendents perceive gender as playing a role in 

fulfilling one’s duties at the state level?     

 Keywords: female state superintendent, gender and educational leadership  
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Qualitative Researcher’s Note 

Qualitative researchers today are much more self-disclosing about their 

qualitative writings than they were a few years ago. No longer is it acceptable to 

be the omniscient, distanced qualitative writer. . . . How we write is a reflection of 

our own interpretation based on the cultural, social, gender, class, and personal 

politics that we bring to the research. . . . All researchers shape the writing that 

emerges, and qualitative researchers need to accept this interpretation and be open 

about it in their writings. (Creswell, 2007, pp.178-179)  

 

 As a qualitative researcher, I am interested in the words, the stories, and the 

experiences participants choose to share with me.  Through me, their stories are told; 

through me, their experiences are shared.  As such, I am very much a part of the research 

from the beginning to culmination.  I therefore provided my own personal journey to the 

topic in the opening of Chapter 1 and utilized a first-person voice to indicate my 

participation in the research, as prescribed by the 6
th

 edition of Publication Manual of the 

American Psychological Association (p. 69).     

 Also, in recognizing my role as a vessel, I chose to uniquely present participants’ 

stories in a way that mirrored the figurative journeys of their experiences.  As a former 

English teacher at heart and in practice, I value literature as an exploratory tool with 

which one may learn more about the world and one’s place within that world.  I thus 

employed lines from Robert Frost’s famous poem, “The Road Not Taken,” to provide a 

literary roadmap of the challenges and choices female state superintendents encounter on 

their own respective journeys. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 

And sorry I could not travel both 

And be one traveler, long I stood. . . 

– From “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost 

The Researcher’s Journey 

In order to understand how I, as the researcher, come to this study, one must first 

understand a bit about who I am.  I was born to a working-class family with an insatiable 

drive to overcome obstacles.  My mother and father, both hard-working, ambitious 

individuals, united to rise above socially-imposed class restraints to become co-founders 

and owners of a multi-million dollar manufacturing corporation.  Throughout my 

childhood, my parents always encouraged my siblings and me to aim high and refrain 

from settling on easily-attained, mediocre goals.  In fact, my father always told us, “Give 

out before you give in; if it was easy, anybody could do it!”  I took that advice to heart, 

and, after graduating high school, I was the first person in my family to attend a four-year 

college.  From there, I pushed forward to obtain my bachelor’s and master’s degrees, ever 

shaped by my parents’ example.  Now, at the culmination of my doctoral degree, I realize 

how much my past has molded my present.   

Although I am very much influenced by my father, my mother has been a model 

of strength for me.  Her strong-willed (and often stubborn) quest for gender equality in 

the field of business always has fascinated me, and I believe that is from where my 

research interest originally stemmed.  My mother, as a female executive and business co-

owner in the male-dominated manufacturing industry, has spent years attempting to 
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overcome gender stereotypes; in fact, a frequent gender-gaffe is the misassumption that 

she is a secretary rather than a business leader.  It was not until after college, while 

working in tobacco and food machinery sales, that I, too, felt the sting of gender barriers 

as a female in a predominately male-centered industry.  When I secured a position as 

Vice President of Sales, I remember one of my male colleagues taking bets on how long 

it would take for the “guys” to eat me alive in the field.  At first, I was angry by their 

gender-discriminatory comments; however, I realized later that their words and actions 

only fueled a fire within me.   

After transitioning out of manufacturing and into education, I continued to notice 

similar gender inequalities.  Even as administrative leaders in the field of education, 

women are often underrepresented, undervalued, and underestimated (Gilmour & 

Kinsella, 2009).  From my observation in several surrounding school districts, I noticed 

that females held principalships predominantly at the elementary levels, with only a very 

few women holding higher administration or central office positions.  Recognizing the 

gender divide, I began to research educational leaders across the Commonwealth of 

Virginia, noticing how few women were represented in higher levels of educational 

leadership, especially within the superintendency.  From there, I began to learn that the 

female’s path to the superintendency has been a long, arduous journey.   

Overview 

Throughout American history, females have struggled for equality in all facets of 

society, ranging from voting and reproductive rights to educational and occupational 

rights (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006; Rowe-Finkebeiner, 2004; Tong, 2009).  Women’s 

greatest struggle over the course of history, unfortunately, continues: the struggle for 
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occupational equality in leadership positions (Tallerico & Blount, 2004).  Working 

alongside their male counterparts, women have secured careers in the American job 

market that were, at once, believed impossible for females to obtain; however, major 

leadership positions in many occupational fields remain predominately held by males 

(Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006). In 1975, Estler asserted that 

“women are virtually excluded from the higher levels of educational leadership at local, 

state, and federal levels. . .[and] are only poorly represented at lower levels” (p. 363).  

Even decades later, the field of education, wherein a tremendous number of the 

instructional population is indeed female, the lack of female representation in leadership 

positions remains astounding (Young & McLeod, 2001).   

A number of studies have emerged over the past several decades attempting to 

pinpoint potential factors for occupational inequity and inequality for prospective and 

current female educational leaders.  Although women are increasingly obtaining 

leadership positions in the field, one position remains elusive to the aspiring female 

educational leader: the superintendency (Bilken & Brannigan, 1980; Brunner & Björk, 

2001; Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006; Mertz, 2006; Shakeshaft, 

1987).   

Statement of Problem 

 Overcoming societal perceptions, handling hardships associated with attaining 

and maintaining the superintendency, and building powerful, meaningful relationships 

have been some of the foci of previous research; however, there seems to be a piece 

missing from the current available literature.  One may evaluate the struggles females 

have faced in striving to attain superintendent positions, primarily at the district/division 
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levels; however, available research detailing the female’s journey to the state 

superintendency, or commissionership, as the position is called in some states, remains 

limited to nonexistent.  I was thus drawn to exploring the experiences of female state 

superintendents to identify any divergent, convergent, or emergent themes regarding 

gender and the superintendency.      

Purpose and Research Questions 

Of the fifty states and the District of Columbia, there were only eighteen total 

state female superintendents at the time of this study; it is their unique stories and the 

stories of those women preceding that this research narrated (Litmanovitz, 2011).  The 

purpose of the study was to unearth shared experiences, challenges, and triumphs, if any, 

these female educational leaders faced on their respective paths to and in their respective 

services within the state superintendency.  Focusing on self and societal perceptions, the 

realities of the position, and the importance of relationships, this study sought to amplify 

the voices of these female educational leaders, while closing a gap in the current 

literature.   

Although research regarding women in educational administration has increased 

over the past several decades, the following were unresolved questions that I wished to 

further explore regarding leadership challenges and/or triumphs females faced on the 

journey to and the service within their respective state superintendencies: 

1. What does it mean to be a state superintendent? 

o What does it mean to be a female state superintendent?   

2. What unique challenges and/or experiences, if any, do female superintendents 

face at the state level? 
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3. How, if at all, do relationships impact a female superintendent’s ability to lead at 

the state level? 

4. How did female state superintendents arrive in their positions? 

Statement of Significance 

In addition to the personal significance described at the opening of this chapter, 

conducting this study was significant for educational policy and practice, the participants 

in the study, and the educational profession as a whole.  

First, one must understand the nature of policy.  In Fowler’s (2009) Policy Studies 

for Educational Leaders, the author defined policy as “the dynamic and value-laden 

process through which a political system handles a public problem.  It includes 

government’s expressed intentions and official enactments, as well as its consistent 

patterns of activity and inactivity” (pp. 3-4).  Fowler continued to define government as 

“elected and appointed public officials at the federal, state, and local levels as well as the 

bodies or agencies within which these officials work” (p. 4).  As political leaders of state 

government, state superintendents must therefore adhere to established policy to ensure 

the educational welfare of all students under his or her care; however, established policy 

may enable or impede state superintendents’ ability to do so.  As such, the very nature of 

this research is directly tied to educational policy.  Thus, conducting this study was 

significant:  Not only did the research provide a multi-faceted exploration of current 

legislative policy that impacts one’s entrance to and operation within the state 

superintendency, but it also evaluated the role potential occupational gender inequities 

may play in female state superintendents’ journeys to and performance within the 

position.    
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As policy is the process and practice is the action (Elmore, 2008), conducting this 

study was significant for practice as well.  Delving deep into the expectations, duties, and 

responsibilities of the state superintendent shed light on the way in which educational and 

political policy is enacted in day-to-day practice within both the state superintendency 

and the entire state educational system.  Yet, rather than a surface-level, impersonal 

evaluation of the state superintendency, this study detailed female state superintendents’ 

shared and unique experiences as they implemented federal and state policies and 

mandates in practice for their respective state educational systems. 

Thus, considering the personal, reflective nature of this study, the research was 

also significant for the participants.  In utilizing the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) interview 

protocol, participants actively constructed an illustrative, meaningful image of their 

relationships and subsequent classifications of themselves and others that they may or 

may not have previously identified.  As such, the research was eye-opening to individual 

participants.  In juxtaposing individual responses, a deeper understanding of collective 

conceptualizations emerged, and thus the significance of the study greater expanded to 

the group as a whole. 

Lastly, conducting this study was significant for the entire educational profession.  

Not only did the research highlight legislative policy, practice, and expectation of the 

educational field at the state level, the study also contributed to the limited available 

literature regarding the female state superintendency.  In addition, aspiring female 

superintendents of all levels may benefit from the examination of historical, political, 

theoretical, and conceptual facets of the state superintendency to aid it their pursuits of 

educational leadership positions.   
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Theoretical Foundation and Conceptual Framework 

Recognizing a gender divide in the field of educational leadership, one could 

utilize a number of feminist theories as a foundation for research.  If one hopes to 

pinpoint a single cause for the inequalities that continue to exist, however, one will find 

that a prescribed, one-size-fits-all gender inequality does not exist.  As such, this study 

emphasized postmodern feminism as a foundation from which to build.  Postmodernism 

is, as Lather (1991) defined, “[response] across the disciplines to the contemporary crisis 

of representation, the profound uncertainty about what constitutes an adequate depiction 

of social ‘reality’” (p. 21).  When coupled with feminism, which “asks that women not be 

forced to ‘choose’ between public justice and private happiness. . .that women be free to 

define themselves—instead of having their identity defined for them, time and again, by 

their culture and their men” (Faludi, 1991, p. xxiii), this theoretical lens provided a 

foundation from which to explore female state superintendents’ experiences.  With regard 

to the conceptual framework, the study showcased the blending and balancing of three 

facets—societal perceptions of gender and place, the realities of operating within the state 

position, and the importance of establishing and maintaining a variety of relationships—

which collectively defined state superintendents’ experiences.    

Summary of Methodology 

This qualitative study examined gender and the state superintendency in an effort 

to illumine “diverse local worlds, multiple realities, and the complexities of particular 

worlds, views, and actions,” through a constructivist Grounded Theory approach 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 64).  
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Along with traditional interviewing, the study employed the two-part Self-in-

Relationship (SIR) protocol to lend voice to the experiences of female state 

superintendents through their unique participation in the data collection and analyses 

process (Harter & Monsour, 1992).  The protocol, which first required participants to 

answer 12 open-ended questions, then moved into a participant-led portion wherein 

participants supplied, classified, and analyzed a series of descriptive words used to 

identify one’s relationship with colleagues, family, state board of education, confidant 

and/or significant other, and self (Appendix B).  Collectively, SIR interviews lasted from 

an hour to an hour and a half in length and was analyzed to identify convergent, 

divergent, and emergent themes.     

Delimitations and Limitations 

 To amplify the voices of a limited research population, this study was 

intentionally confined to interviewing current and former female state superintendents.  A 

delimitation for research traveling purposes was geography, as I sought the participation 

of current and former female state superintendents from east of the Mississippi River.  

The study did not expressly focus on age, race, or ethnicity; rather, I specifically sought 

to identify potential shared and unique experiences pertaining to gender and the state 

superintendency.  Any emergent themes of additional classification will be discussed 

within their respective contexts.   

In addition to recognizing the delimitations, it is important to consider potential 

limitations of the study as well.  Gender, in evaluating the female’s journey to the state 

superintendency, served as the first limitation.  Another centered on the population, in 

that gaining access to and subsequent availability of securing state superintendents as 
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participants was difficult, given the high-stress, political nature of the position.  Likewise, 

delving deep into the realities of females’ respective journeys to the state superintendency 

reflected some self-restraint due, in large part, to various political implications of 

divulging specific information.  Also, appointed or elected female state superintendents 

serve at the mercy of governors, boards of education, and the voting public whose wants, 

needs, and expectations are ever-changing.  Consequently, I sought to make contact and 

interview both former and current female state superintendents in an effort to gain a more 

in-depth, encompassed understanding of their experiences.   

Definitions of Key Terms 

Superintendent – one who oversees the operation of a school district, division, or 

other multi-level educational unit (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Carter & Cunningham, 

1997) 

Superintendency – the occupational position of the superintendent (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007; Carter & Cunningham, 1997) 

State superintendency – For the purpose of this study, the state superintendency is 

the political position that oversees an entire state’s educational policies and practices. The 

position is obtained either by appointment or election, and is also known as the state 

commissionership or chief state school officer  

Journey/Path to the superintendency – For the purpose of this study, journey/path 

to the superintendency is one’s experiences occurring in the attainment of the 

superintendent position 

Gender inequality – unfair or unjust treatment of an individual or a group on the 

basis of gender (Rusch & Marshall, 2006)  
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Perception – For the purpose of this study, perception is one’s beliefs or opinions 

that shape his or her view of the world 

Reality – For the purpose of this study, reality is the actual operations and/or 

expectations of female superintendents 

Relationship – For the purpose of this study, relationship is the personal and 

professional bonds that are built in attainment of and service within the superintendency 

Summary of Chapter and Organization of the Study 

After detailing my personal journey to the topic, which included a walk on “the 

road not taken,” this chapter provided an overview of the study as a whole.  First, the 

statement of problem identified a glaring gap in the current available literature regarding 

the female state superintendency.  The next section outlined the purpose of the study, to 

examine any shared challenges or triumphs these female educational leaders may have 

experienced, and offered guiding research questions.  From there, the statement of 

significance detailed the importance of the study with regard to policy and practice, the 

participants in the study, and the educational field as a whole.  Then, the theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks, centered on postmodern feminism and facets of perceptions, 

reality, and relationship, provided the foundation from which the study is built.  The 

summary of methodology detailed the basic qualitative study from a constructivist, 

Grounded Theory approach, which employed traditional interviewing and the Self-in-

Relationship (SIR) protocol.  To identify the foreseen and unforeseen obstacles of the 

research, the following section provided delimitations and limitations of the study.  

Lastly, key terms were defined.    Figure 1 provides an illustrative path that will guide our 

journey. 
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Figure 1. Organization of the study. This illustration details the organization of the study 

by chapter. 

 

Chapter two provides an encompassed review of the literature regarding gender 

and the superintendency.  Because limited literature regarding the state superintendency 

exists, chapter two examines research detailing the district superintendency, politics, 

gender in educational leadership, and other complementary topics to provide an 

encompassed understanding of identified challenges and triumphs of female 

superintendents.  The gap in the literature regarding the state superintendency provides 

the foundation from which this study stems. 

Chapter three outlines research methodology and design of the study, detailing the 

epistemological and theoretical foundations of the research.  This chapter provides an 

overview of the constructivist, Grounded Theory approach of the basic qualitative study, 

as well as details the selection of subjects, instrumentation, interview protocol, and data 

analysis procedures.  

Review of 
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Methodology 

Results 

Reflection 

Introduction 

The Female’s Journey 

to the 

State Superintendency 
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Chapter four reports the results of the study.  Using the participants’ words, this 

chapter lends voice to an underrepresented research population through participants’ 

engagement in the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) protocol.    

In addition to reflection, chapter five presents conclusions of the study wherein 

themes are presented, interpretations are provided, and suggestions for future research are 

offered.  
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

And both that morning equally lay 

In leaves no step had trodden black. 

Oh, I marked the first for another day! 

 – From “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost 

Introduction 

 Chapter two provides an overview of current available literature and research 

regarding the female’s journey to the state superintendency.  After highlighting the 

method of searches, consulted databases, and search terms, the chapter is arranged in five 

sections.  The first section examines the female’s path to the state superintendency 

through both historical and political contexts.  The second section details the postmodern-

feminist framework and its implications for relationships, power, and position.  The third 

section investigates a conceptual framework that blends societal perceptions of gender 

and place, realities of female educational leadership, and the importance of relationships 

with regard to the state superintendency.  The fourth section explores the current female 

state superintendency as a basis for additional research.  Finally, the fifth section provides 

a summary and a foundation for research from which this study is built.  

Literature Review: Method of Searches, Consulted Databases, and Search Terms 

Focusing on the latter-part of the twentieth century to the present, I examined 

available literature regarding the female’s path to the superintendency by consulting a 

variety of databases and utilizing a number of search-term combinations.  
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Method of Searches 

 In order to provide an encompassed, thorough analysis, I critically reviewed 

available studies, theories, and historical perspectives regarding the female 

superintendency from the latter-part of the twentieth century to the present.  Funneling 

my research foci from broad (historical and postmodern-feminist theoretical foundations) 

to specific (conceptual framework of perceptions, reality, and relationships and their 

respective implications for the female state superintendency), I narrowed my exploration 

in an effort to enlighten the pathways of these unique, female educational leaders, while 

highlighting challenges they may have encountered along the way. 

Consulted Databases 

To do so, I consulted the following databases to locate available literature 

regarding female’s path to the state superintendency: 

ERIC 

JSTOR 

Academic Search Premier 

ProQuest 

EBSCOhost 

Business Source Premier 

GWU Gelman Databases 

Google Scholar  

Search Terms 

 In addition, I utilized the following search terms and combinations in the 

exploration of female’s path to the state superintendency: 

Female superintendent 

Women superintendents 

Women in education 

Women in educational leadership 

Women in educational administration 

Women as school executives 

Women in public office 

State superintendent 
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State commissioners of education 

American superintendency  

Politics in education 

Educational legislation  

Legislative appointments  

Political appointments 

Political elections 

Regional educational challenges 

American superintendency 

Superintendency 

Feminist theory 

Feminist perspectives 

Postmodern-feminist theory 

Feminism in education 

Educational theories 

Female business leaders/CEOs 

Female educational leadership 

Educational challenges 

Superintendent relationships 

Female relationships 

Building relationships  

Relationships in education 

Female executives  

Business of education 

State commissionerships

The Female’s Path to the State Superintendency: Historical and Political Contexts 

 Because the available literature regarding the state superintendency is incredibly 

limited, one may instead explore the historical and political contexts of the American 

superintendency in general to gain insight into the female’s path to the state level of 

educational leadership.  

The Superintendent Position in American Education 

 In The State of the American Superintendent, Glass and Franceschini (2007) 

indicated that “the superintendents of schools in America have one of the most 

responsible and complex roles in modern society” because their “role makes them central 

to the welfare of their communities” (p. ix).  Despite the importance and visibility of their 
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positions, however, superintendents are “rarely understood or fully appreciated” (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007, p. ix).  To appreciate the enormity of superintendents’ 

responsibilities, one must delve deep into the history of the American superintendency, 

beginning with its conception in the first-half of the nineteenth century (Carter & 

Cunningham, 1997, p. 22).     

 The American superintendency is a fairly young educational position of only 

about 175 years.  According to Carter and Cunningham (1997), it was “created in 

recognition that the educational enterprise had become too demanding for a board of 

education composed of volunteers who donated part of their time to public service” and 

because “a full-time leader was needed to carry out the policies initiated by the board, 

which met only occasionally” (p. 22).  Throughout the course of the nineteenth century, 

superintendent positions emerged across the nation in large cities; however, the 

superintendency did not spread to smaller towns and cities until the twentieth century (p. 

22).  By the mid-twentieth century, the responsibility of the superintendency had 

expanded and began focusing on building new schools, recruiting teachers, and 

increasing poor high-school graduation rates (p. 22).  Despite its high-visibility and 

power within communities, “the superintendency evolved with little guidance from 

legislative directives” (p. 22); this presented a unique set of challenges and subsequently 

limited the authority and scope of the superintendency.  Carter and Cunningham 

explained: 

School codes in only about half of the states contain language defining the 

relationship between the board of education and the school superintendency.  This 

lack of legislative guidance has resulted in confusion regarding the status, 

authority, and responsibility of the superintendent of public education.  In general, 

the board has been given the freedom to determine the level of trust placed in the 

superintendent’s judgment to guide the direction of schools.  This discretionary 
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power had made it essential for the effective superintendent to maintain a good 

relationship with the board. (pp. 22-23) 

 

The need to establish and maintain positive relationships with both the board and the 

community have remained a constant requirement of the superintendency; however, in 

more recent years, there has been a “shift of policy making from local boards of 

education to state education agencies” (Brunner & Björk, 2001, pp. xvii-xviii).  With an 

intense emphasis on state and federal mandates, the state superintendent, perhaps even 

more so than district superintendents, operates under a great deal of social and economic 

pressures.  In addition to policy making, “the devolution of decision making [has shifted] 

from superintendents to school-site professionals and parents” (Brunner & Björk, 2001, 

pp. xvii-xviii).  Thus the state superintendent must establish and maintain relationships 

with all of the political stakeholders whom he or she represents and serves at the state 

level, including parents and community members.  

Given that the superintendent holds a very public and highly-visible position, 

there continues to be a great need to holistically research the superintendency in hopes of 

truly defining the position.  Since 1886, the year of the first formal study of the 

superintendency, researchers, especially affiliates of the American Association of School 

Administrators (AASA), have strived to shed light on the ever-changing responsibilities 

and challenges of the American superintendent (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  In more 

recent years, and particularly at the turn of the twentieth century, the superintendent has 

faced greater challenges of state and federal accountability, greater responsibility for 

hiring highly-qualified faculty members, greater directives of incorporating technology in 

the classroom, and greater demand preparing students for the twenty-first century global 

workforce, all in response to the governmentally-mandated No Child Left Behind 
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(NCLB) Act of 2001.  Brunner and Björk (2001) described this shift as a “push” to 

“reconceptualize the superintendency [that is] grounded in the dynamic social, economic, 

and political changes in society; the sustained public support for school reforms; and the 

changes in the field of educational administration” (p. xvii). As such, “superintendents. . . 

are compelled to redefine their respective roles while public pressure for the reform and 

restructuring of United States’ schools increases” (p. xviii).   

It is clear that the modern American superintendency is a complex position that 

requires flexibility, determination, and stamina to overcome challenges dealing with 

financial pressures, accountability issues, mandated standards, new and existing policies, 

and a variety of reform initiatives presented by local, state, and federal stakeholders 

(Cooper & Fusarelli, 2002). Yet, another concern rests upon an issue of equality: What is 

the female’s place in the superintendency?  Shakeshaft (1981) asserted that “the woman 

[educational] administrator is still a mystery” because “very little is known about how 

she deals with everyday situations” (p. 17).  Does this assertion hold true today? 

Females and the State Superintendency: A Journey through the Educational Ranks 

As recently as 2006, Witmer posited that “mothers have been venerated, 

daughters have been loved, wives have been respected, women have been admired, and a 

few female national leaders have been revered, but females—half the population in any 

human culture—have not been valued” (p. 124).  She continued: 

Various services that females have provided have been valued to a lesser or 

greater degree, but these services have had their value placed on them by males.  

Women and women’s work have been viewed as a convenience for men.  And, 

until the present generation, women were enculturated to feel privileged that they 

could serve. (p. 124)  
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Witmer’s suggestion highlights a continued, overarching problem—throughout history, 

women have been made to feel lesser than men, and, even in the twenty-first century, 

women have struggled to feel valued as equals.  This is where our journey begins.   

In 1972, Roby purported that, “because the inequitable educational and 

occupational treatment of women buttresses the economy’s unequal distribution of 

resources. . . inequitable treatment is unlikely to be rectified before general economic 

inequalities are eliminated or greatly reduced” (p. 120).  Roby surmised that “within the 

foreseeable future, the system may not be changed, but if it is not, we all—men and 

women alike—will be the losers” (p. 139).  Even decades after the passing of 

governmental acts in the 1970’s, including Title IX—which Schmuck (1993) indicated 

was “‘ single innocuous sentence’ declaring that public schools could no longer 

discriminate because of sex” (p. 3)—and the Women’s Educational Equity Act, also 

designed to promote gender equity, gender inequalities in the field of education have yet 

to be fully rectified (Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Grogan, 1999).  Even as educational 

leaders, females often remain underrepresented, undervalued, and underestimated in the 

field (Gilmour & Kinsella, 2009), and, as such, many have suggested the reason hinges 

on differences between men and women (Gilligan, 1993; Kelly, Saint-Germain, & Horn, 

1991; Shakeshaft, 1981). 

Recognizing a difference between men and women in public leadership roles, 

Kelly, Saint-Germain, and Horn (1991) suggested that females who serve as leaders in 

public offices may possess different “voices” from their male counterparts.  The 

researchers questioned: “As women increase their presence in public office” do they 

“express the same interests as do men or have a unique, different voice that is likely to 
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change the direction and substance of the political system, its processes, and its policy 

outcomes?” (p. 78).  In attempt to answer this question, Kelly et al. centered their focus 

on the concept of “a different voice” by exploring potential rationales for women 

possessing a unique voice and how that voice ultimately impacts a female’s position in 

public office (p. 78).  To do so, the researchers canvassed available literature to arrive at 

a “model for understanding the different types of voices that female public officials have 

empirically exercised in the last two decades” (p. 78), utilizing Carol Gilligan’s (1993) 

seminal work, A Different Voice, as a focal point for further analyses: 

The phrase ‘a different voice’ implies to some that women are a cohesive group 

that think and act alike despite class, race, and other status attributes. At a 

minimum, a different voice means being different from—but not inferior or 

superior to—men in a consistent, predictable way. In our view, it also 

encompasses the reality that women vary substantially among themselves. (Kelly 

et al., 1991, p. 78) 

 

Understanding the concept of voice and how it differs among genders is an important 

facet of the female’s journey to occupational equity. 

Reviewing available literature and, in particular, examining statistics published by 

U.S. Department of Labor, Kelly et al. (1991) identified social and political differences 

between males and females, particularly with regard to their educational and professional 

career paths; namely, females generally choose service professions, such as registered 

nurses (94% female), dieticians (86% female), therapists (73%), non-university teachers 

(72.9%), and librarians (82.6%) (p. 79).  They explained: 

Even for women in management, a sharp gender differential exists in terms of 

political and economic power. In 1989, less than 5 percent of the directors of large 

corporations were women, and of the executives listed in Standard and Poor's 

Executive Registry, women constituted only 16 percent of all corporate presidents 

and 13 percent of executive vice presidents.  Moreover, even among those women 

who were executives, they, like less privileged women throughout the society, 
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earned substantially less than did their male counterparts—42 percent less in 

1987.  (p. 79) 

 

From their literature review, “the historical trend suggests that as the proportion of 

women in public office increases, we will continue to see differences between women 

and men” because “as the gender balance. . .shifts toward greater equality, the 

organizational dynamics in the institutions in which political actions occur may change 

substantially” (p. 86-87).  The researchers cautioned that “societal sex roles and gender-

linked state differentials will not dissipate rapidly” but rather will “continue to require 

political interpretation and gender representation well into the twenty-first century” (p. 

87).   

With regard to educational leadership at the onset of the twenty-first century, 

Skrla, Reyes, and Scheurich (2000) questioned occupational gender equity by examining 

why “women as a group continue to be underrepresented in the ranks of American public 

school superintendents” (p. 44).  Although “researchers have attempted to account for the 

continued domination of the public school superintendency by men,” Skrla et al. posited 

that “even in research that has moved beyond traditional paradigms, barriers to gaining 

insight into women superintendents’ experiences from their own viewpoints have 

persisted” (p. 44).  In order to investigate potential factors that may inhibit female 

representation in the superintendency, Skrla et al. qualitatively employed four guiding 

research questions in their study: 

1) How do women who have been superintendents perceive the way that gender 

is socially represented?;  

2) How do women who have been superintendents perceive the way that the role 

of the superintendency is socially represented?;  

3) How do women who have been superintendents experience and deal with the 

differences and/or similarities between the way that gender is socially 
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represented and the way that the role of the superintendent is socially 

represented?; and 

4) How do women who have been superintendents experience the role gender 

plays in understanding and managing problematic work situations?  (p. 50) 

 

The authors then interviewed three female former superintendents to participate, “not 

with the goal of producing knowledge that would be generalizable to all women 

superintendents but instead with the goal of reaching an in-depth, informed understanding 

of these women’s experiences from their own perspectives” (p. 50).  The researchers 

explained the limited population pool in terms of availability: “The number of women 

who have been superintendents is small and the number who have exited the 

superintendency is much smaller” (p. 51).  The selection, as the researchers indicated, 

was “purposeful,” as they wished to explore the root of the problem through frank and 

genuine discourse (p. 51).  All three research participants were middle-aged Caucasian 

women from the Southwest, whose school districts ranged from 1,500 to 6,000 students 

(p. 52).   

The researchers described the interview protocol as interactional-relational and 

“designed to create a context in which the women felt safe and free to talk”; these 

conversations emerged like “conversations among colleagues in which everyone was 

involved in exploring the research questions and to which everyone contributed on an as 

nearly equal basis as possible” (p. 53).  Skrla et al. then met with each participant twice 

individually and once in a group setting with the other two research participants.  After 

tape-recording and transcribing the interviews, the researchers analyzed the collected data 

through both inductive and deductive content analysis regarding the four research 

questions.  Utilizing FolioViews qualitative research software, the researchers indicated 

that they employed a number of research techniques to ensure the trustworthiness of the 
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results, including prolonged engagement, triangulation, member checks, and reflexive 

journaling (p. 56).  Skrla et al. pinpointed a number of gender-specific issues surrounding 

the superintendency; however, the researchers concluded that female superintendents face 

two very powerful challenges: sexism and silence.   

Although men—and other women, including those in fields outside of educational 

leadership—may experience sexism and silence, Skrla et al. focused on the ways in 

which women continue to struggle with both occupational sexism and silence in the 

superintendency.  Within the context of sexism, female superintendents retrospectively 

identified “clear-cut examples of sexism in the forms of questions of competence, sex-

role stereotyping, and intimidation” (p. 57).  In conjunction with sexism, participants 

“described their own silence while they were superintendents. . .and the silence of other 

individuals, organizations, and institutions connected to the superintendency at all levels” 

(p. 62).  Levels of silence included personal silence, wherein participants were unaware 

or unwilling to acknowledge gender issues; silent preparation programs, wherein gender 

issues were either unacknowledged or unaddressed in leadership preparation programs; 

and the silence of the profession, wherein gender issues remained unrecognized, 

unacknowledged, or unaddressed in the superintendent position (pp. 62-64).  

After pinpointing sexism and silence as major hindrances on the path to the 

female superintendency, Skrla et al. offered potential catalysts for overcoming inequity, 

including conducting more in-depth research, participating in integrated discourse 

(particularly in university preparation programs), educating state agencies, professional 

organizations, and even local school boards on issues of sexism and silencing, and 

fundamentally altering stereotypical ideas of traditional women’s upbringing (pp. 65-69).  
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The research was limited, however, due to a small and undiversified research population; 

namely, the population consisted of only three participants, all of whom were identified 

as middle-aged Caucasian females.  In addition, the geographical concentration limited 

the scope of the research to the Southwest.    

Like Skrla et al. (2000), Wolverton and Macdonald (2001) also desired “to gain a 

clearer understanding of the career paths of superintendents and potential 

superintendents” (p. 7).  To do so, the researchers computed percentages of 

administrative experience held by superintendents, N = 522 (men, n = 455; women, n = 

67) and non-superintendents, N = 658 (men, n = 485; women, n = 173) across five 

educational leadership positions—elementary principal, middle school principal, high 

school vice principal, high school principal, assistant superintendent, and other central 

administration (p. 8).  The researchers ran t tests and t tests for paired samples in an effort 

to identify experience, gender, and other variables to holistically evaluate the 

superintendency with regard to the four aforementioned groups (p. 7).  In analyzing 

statistical data, Wolverton and Macdonald noted that “in career trajectory terms . . . 

matriculation should occur from highly visible administration positions, like the high 

school principalship, to the superintendency” (p. 13). Yet women neither hold the high 

school principalship experience that men do nor do they hold other high-visibility 

positions that may secure attention for the superintendent position (p. 11).  Considering 

“the number of women in advanced degree programs outweighing the men in those 

programs as well as the number of women in central office positions,” however, 

Wolverton and Macdonald suggested that “it is apparent that women are not only 

equipping themselves for top administrative positions but making attempts to reach 
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them” (p. 13).  Left with few answers, the researchers thus questioned, “Does the ladder 

they are using reach the top?” (p. 13).  

Also concerned with the question of occupational equity, Mertz (2002) suggested 

that although women have increasingly secured more leadership positions in education, 

since 1972, “of all of the [leadership] positions, that of superintendent has changed least 

with respect to the advancement of females into the position.  Females made modest 

gains in moving into the ranks of superintendents” (p. 6).  With females continuing to 

remain underrepresented in the superintendency, researchers have likewise continued to 

search for an answer to a lingering question—why?  Given that the superintendency has 

remained a predominately male-dominated position due, in large part, to occupational sex 

segregation, Tallerico and Blount (2004) suggested that gender iniquities hinge on “the 

dynamism of occupational sex stratification” in terms of “resegregation, integration, and 

ghettoization” (p. 634). The researchers reviewed theories regarding occupational sex 

segregation centered on “feminist scholarship particular to educational leadership” 

through three focal questions:  

1. How has the proportional representation of women and men in the 

superintendency changed. . .?;  

2. What patterns [were] revealed by those longitudinal descriptive statistics?; and 

finally,  

3. How might those patterns be understood in terms of historical analyses and sex 

segregation theory? (p. 638)  

         

Utilizing statistical data from 1910 to 1990 obtained by Blount in a previous study, along 

with new data through 1998 to “represent the only existent and most current longitudinal 

data on the superintendency that have been collected with consistent methodology” (p. 

638), the researchers divided their historical analyses of Patterson’s American Education 
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and Complete Dictionary of English and Hebrew First Names into three time-patterns: 

the twentieth century, 1910-1970, and 1970-1998.   

According to the historical data, Tallerico and Blount highlighted three significant 

patterns: “First, the superintendency remained a primarily male occupation during the 

entire 20th century; more specifically, men occupied from 85% to 96% of all 

superintendencies during this time” (p. 640).  In the next time-frame, they discovered: 

Between 1910 and 1970 there [was] a noticeable wave in the longitudinal data. . . 

females began to integrate the superintendency, with women’s representation 

increasing from about 9% in 1910 to a high of 11% in 1930. The role then moved 

to extreme segregation by sex, with women’s representation declining to a low of 

about 3% and men’s to a high of about 96% in 1970. (p. 640) 

 

A third pattern revealed that “between 1970 and 1998 females began to integrate the 

superintendency for a second time in the century. . .women’s representation shifted from 

a low of about 3% in 1970 to 10% in 1998” (p. 640).  This may be due, in large part, to 

the promotion of gender equity and Title IX in the 1970’s (Mertz, 2002; Schmuck, 1993).    

 The researchers acknowledged both advantages and limitations to the study, 

specifically in regards to the use of previously collected data: “Advantages include[d] the 

efficiencies of time and financial cost; the ability to raise questions, apply theories, or test 

hypotheses different than those previously envisioned; increased sharing across 

researchers; and fuller use of longitudinal or otherwise especially difficult data to collect” 

(p. 638).  In contrast, possible disadvantages and limitations hinged on the researchers’ 

secondary data analyses because problems that “characterized the original data (e.g., 

selection biases, counting or clerical errors, omissions) [were] limited to the time 

intervals and categories of the primary source, and may [have] suffer[ed] from 

mismatches between the original collectors’ and secondary users’ conceptualizations” (p. 



  

27 

638-639).  In addition, Tallerico and Blount suggested that, in order to “directly compare 

this more recent longitudinal change to the one that occurred between 1910 and 1970,” 

more research must be conducted and “data will need to be collected in both the years 

2010 and 2030” (p. 640).   

Yet “despite optimistic discourses about a ‘female future,’ the restructuring of 

further education does not, as yet, appear to have resulted in any notable challenge to the 

gendered, racialized, and classed education market” (Leathwood, 2005, p. 387).  

Although the study focused on women in British higher education, much of the findings 

echo challenges in the American education system for female educational leaders.  

Leathwood’s research was “conducted in two further education colleges in the late 1990s, 

using semi-structured individual interview and focus groups (74 members of staff in total, 

50 of whom were women), observations of meetings, and examination of college 

documents” (p. 393); however, in the article, specific interview questions and college 

documents were not detailed.  With regard to the research population selection and 

subsequent study, she noted: 

A key difference between the colleges. . .was the gender balance of the 

management teams, with one college having a man principal with only one 

woman on the senior management team, and the other headed by a woman 

principal, with only one man on the senior management team.  (p. 393) 

 

From her research, Leathwood concluded that “gender, class, and ‘race’ identities, 

amongst others, constitute professional identities through on-going and often conflictual 

processes of negotiation” and that “structural inequalities institutionalized in the sex, 

‘race’ and class division of labour in colleges reinforce and reconstruct these professional 

identities, and are in turn re-constructed by them” (p. 405).  She further surmised that 

“the discursive productions of masculinity and femininity, of class and of ‘race’, are 
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integral to the construction of administrator, lecturer, and manager identities.  Such 

identities are never simply achieved, but struggled over and contested, often at 

considerable cost” (p. 405).  This may provide one possible explanation as to why women 

remain underrepresented in educational leadership positions.      

In Women in the Superintendency: Discarded Leadership, Dana and Bourisaw 

(2006) suggested from their own experiences that in educational leadership, “gender is 

the inherent and ever-present barrier.  Whether it is extending efforts to acquire quality 

preparation, gain experience, enter into administration, move up the hierarchy, or serve as 

school superintendent, the barrier for women is gender” (p. 14).   Also commenting on 

the gender barrier, Rusch and Marshall (2006) asserted that “equity for women and 

women’s ways of leading remains elusive in the profession of educational 

administration” (p. 229) and that their research “grew out of frustration with the 

constancy of gender inequity in the [education] profession” (p. 232).   

Utilizing “qualitative data accumulated from six major studies each of [the 

authors] had completed since 1985,” Rusch and Marshall sought to understand more 

about “gender filters,” which they defined as the “internal schema individuals use to 

navigate gender-related issues or gender dynamics in educational settings” that “appear 

as reactions or responses to situations where gender equity is a subtext.  The responses, 

based either on explicit reasoning or tacit assumptions, express a value position for 

gender equity” (p. 232).  The authors “us[ed] a research process that moved beyond ‘the 

testimony of experience’ (Smith, 1990) to a process that worked to critique the testimony 

of experience” (p. 232).  In coding, triangulating, and evaluating the data, the researchers 

sought to unearth behaviors that maintained gender inequity; in addition, they inferred 
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that if they could identify these behaviors, a more encompassed understanding of what 

interventions must be made to curb gender inequities would ultimately surface (p. 232). 

From their research, Rusch and Marshall suggested that promoting active 

cognizance of behavior filters may enable educational leaders to recognize their 

interactions and likewise guide their respective engagement with others (p. 247).  They 

explained: 

Women and men in educational leadership need to make a moral and ethical 

commitment to interrogate the production and reification of leadership practices 

that limit both genders.  If we start with a relational perspective, begin from a 

concept of we, and intentionally challenge the filters we use that inhibit gender 

equity, actions that foster equity have a chance to be viewed as the responsibility 

of all women and men in the profession of educational administration.  (p. 247)   

  

These prescribed filters will therefore continue to serve as equality inhibitors in the field 

of educational leadership unless expressly challenged by both women and men.   

Much like Rusch and Marshall’s (2006) gender filters, Sacharin, Lee, and 

Gonzalez (2009) argued that “the integration between gender and work identities 

influences how professional women react to gender and professional cues in the 

environment” (p. 275).  In a quantitative study, Sacharin et al. studied responses to an 

“identity integration” six-point Likert scale (p. 278).  The research population included 

70 female students at a top-ranked business school who participated in the study for a 

$10.00 incentive; participants’ median age was 24 years; 73% percent were Caucasian, 

17% Asian, 4% Latina, 3% Middle Eastern, and 3% of other ethnicities (p. 278).  Also, 

the researchers indicated that “although [the] sample was not currently active in the 

workforce, participants had a median of 1.5 years of business experience” (p. 278).     

Participants listened to an audio tape of two individuals—one man and one 

woman—casually discussing personal and professional relationships with four identified 
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characters over lunch.  From this clip, participants evaluated and made judgments about 

these four characters, justifying their answers with examples from the clip.  Then, on a 

scale from 1 (very weak) to 6 (very strong), the researchers instructed participants to 

indicate the degree to which they identified with being a woman and the degree to which 

they identified with being a business person (Sacharin et al., 2009, p. 278).  The 

researchers found that participants who reported wanting a business career for longer 

periods of time possessed more work experience, r (69) = .37, p <.014 and stronger, more 

defined professional identities, r (69) = .44, p < .01; in addition, participants’ professional 

identification was positively associated with their respective gender identification  r (69) 

= .28, p = .02 (p. 279).  In reviewing the data, Sacharin et al. (2009) concluded that 

“individual differences in the integration between gender and work identities influence 

how women in business process information after their work identity is made salient 

through stimuli in the environment” (p. 282).  They continued:   

[Women] who see their gender and work identities as more compatible exhibit an 

assimilation effect and behave in a more task oriented fashion when primed with 

their professional identity than those primed with their gender identity, but 

women who see their gender and work identities as more conflicting exhibit a 

contrast effect and behave in a less task oriented fashion in the work prime 

condition than those in the gender prime condition. (p. 282)   

 

The study was limited due to the research population; namely, the population only 

represented current business students and not actual professionals.  The findings, 

however, “demonstrate[d] that identity integration is a useful concept for understanding 

how individuals manage different, conflicting social identities in and across multiple 

domains, such as culture, gender, and profession” (p. 282).      

Perhaps this may be attributed to the complexity of women’s career development; 

namely, as Valenziano (2008) noted, women and other minority individuals “must deal 
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with a combination of stereotypes, attitudes, roles, expectations, behaviors, and 

discrimination when choosing a career path” (p. 2).  Offering another potential 

explanation for continued gender inequality in educational leadership positions, Kim and 

Brunner (2009) suggested that there may also be differences between “women’s and 

men’s career mobility toward the superintendency in terms of career pathways and 

movement patterns, with specific attention to women’s career pathways as they 

correspond with their aspiration to the superintendency” (p. 75).   

To evaluate career mobility and movement patterns, Kim and Brunner conducted 

an “analysis [using] descriptive methods including frequencies and percentages” (p. 75).  

By analyzing two previously conducted national studies, one by the American 

Association of School Administrators and Glass et al. (2000) and the other by Brunner 

and Grogan (2007), Kim and Brunner (2009) evaluated two large data sets that detailed 

the career pathways of four targeted groups: male superintendents, female 

superintendents, female central office administrators who aspire to the superintendency, 

and female central office administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency (p. 75).  

In reviewing the two data sources, the researchers discovered that “career pathways for 

women in educational administration are different than those of men who typically 

become superintendents” (p. 75); this echoed Wolverton and Macdonald’s (2001) 

research.  They further explained: “While many men administrators had worked in line-

role positions and moved vertically up to the superintendency, women generally traveled 

to the superintendency through staff roles and their career mobility patterns were more 

often horizontal”  (p. 75).  
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To promote gender equity in the field of education, female leaders must take 

charge of their own destinies on the path to the superintendency: 

If we truly believe in equity and equality when dealing with the education of all 

children, then women. . .need to believe in themselves, invest in themselves, and 

attain to make it to the top. To serve our diverse students, we need to continue on 

the path to the superintendency until we arrive. (Kalbus, 2000, p. 556) 

 

Believing in oneself is one way to move forward on the path to occupational gender 

equality; however, what if the position one wishes to obtain is granted only by political 

appointment or election?  One must then examine the role of political appointments and 

elections to the state superintendency.   

The State Superintendency and Political Potency: Appointments, Elections, and 

Operations  

Given that “the United States Constitution contains no specific reference to 

education,” states are charged with the “power and responsibility for establishing and 

maintaining an educational system” (Canfield-Davis & Jain, 2010, p. 600).  Thus for the 

state superintendency, there is not one unified method by which a person may attain, or 

upon attainment, operate within the position.  Most state superintendents—approximately 

75%— arrive at the position by appointment by either the governor or the state board of 

education, with the remaining 25% arriving at the position for election.  Yet whether 

appointed or elected, the state superintendent operates in a highly-political arena that 

requires a balance between grit and grace.  

Although focusing on the district superintendency, Schuh and Herrington (1990) 

offered a number of reasons why a state may favor election over appointment, which are 

applicable to the state superintendency.  They suggested that a state may favor elections 

because of the belief that “public schools belong to the people, and the public should 
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maintain control of the schools via the exercise of the right to the ballot”; likewise, 

“because they are chosen by the people, elected superintendents are closer to the 

electorate and are more likely to be responsive to their needs and desires” as independent 

thinkers rather than “puppets” (p. 23).  On the other hand, this research then offered 

several reasons why a state may favor appointments to its superintendent of education; 

namely the belief that “the time and effort of an appointed superintendent can be spent 

doing the educational job. Elected superintendents run for office while they are running 

the schools” (p. 24).  This is an attempt to address “partisan politics” so that 

“superintendency becomes a professional job, instead of political” (p. 24).  However, 

Jackson (1995) posited that district superintendents “must be both executives and 

educational leaders,” recognizing that “both roles have a political dimension, which calls 

for the ability to work with an array of conflicting interests and forces to maintain a 

school system able to accomplish its many goals” (p. 57).  Jackson also purported that 

district superintendents “must maintain the stability of the system while adapting to a 

turbulent environment” in the very public arena of educational politics (p. 57). 

How does this impact females seeking the state superintendency?  Females 

continue to be underrepresented in political offices for a number of reasons, including 

socialization, wherein women and men are taught to accept certain gender roles; 

conflicting gender roles, wherein women and men are at odds with accepted gender roles 

and responsibilities; and political climate, culture, and structure, wherein women and men 

have varying political involvement due to established gender mores (Clark, 1991, p. 63).  

Cicchelli, Marcus, and Weiner (2002) cautioned female superintendents that the political 

baggage, as well as economic and social challenges, will ultimately affect both one’s 
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personal and professional lives; consequently, many exemplary leaders may not seek the 

position (p. 415).  In order to “understand the overall position of women within society it 

is therefore necessary to examine women’s underrepresentation within the political 

structure” (Kunovich & Paxton, 2005, p. 506).   

Kunovich and Paxton (2005) suggested that the political climate, culture, and 

structure affect a female’s attainment of a political office; specifically, they described two 

ways in which females may attain political positions—by quotas and legislative 

appointments.  First, they explained that “there are generally two types of quotas—those 

put forward by the state to apply to all [political] parties, and those established within a 

particular [political] party” (p. 516).  Quotas can be voluntary or required; either way, 

because they offer specific openings for prescribed individuals, they “are highly regarded 

by theorists and female parliamentarians alike as a means of increasing women’s 

representation in politics” (p. 516).  In fact, legislative appointments are often ways in 

which states may increase female representation—and representation of other minority 

groups—however, “appointments can be considered nondemocratic, in the sense that 

women who gain legislative position through appointment have not been elected” (pp. 

516-517). 

Whether securing the position by appointment, election, or quota, the state 

superintendency is an inherently political position wherein a number of individuals, 

groups, and other external forces may impact one’s ability to successfully lead; this is 

particularly evident with regard to educational legislation: 

On a typical day the following assemblage of people can be observed surrounding 

the hallowed, ornate grounds and galleries of any state capitol: groups of school 

children and tourists enthusiastically witnessing democracy in action, small 

gathering of organized protestors advocating their viewpoints along busy 
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sidewalks, lobbyists milling about inside the legislative chambers determined to 

garner support for their special interest groups, and throngs of legislators working 

diligently to perform the ‘people’s business’. (Emerson, 2007, p. 1)  

  

With regard to government involvement in education, one must consider the great 

number of stakeholders a state superintendent must appease.  Both the state 

superintendent and other educational leaders benefit from an encompassed understanding 

of educational policy, as Canfield-Davis and Jain (2010) suggested, because the 

“increased control over school matters by state legislators in the last twenty years has 

prompted the need for a more comprehensive understanding of the state education policy-

making process” (p. 602).  The researchers thus provided three overarching reasons why 

such a study should be conducted: to provide educational stakeholders with a more 

encompassed knowledge of the legislative process, to lessen the gap between 

policymakers and those who ultimately implement the policies, and to promote 

educators’ familiarity with legislative processes at the state level so they “may have 

greater influence on which policies are enacted and the content therein” (p. 603).  The 

researchers indicated that they selected participants “based upon their knowledge of the 

legislative process and education issues, and their potential to influence education policy 

decisions in the legislature” (p. 604).  They noted that a “proportional balance of the total 

number of Democrats and Republicans, and senators and representatives, was also 

sought.  Participants were purposefully selected to generate information-rich cases that 

might offer insight and understanding on legislative decision making process” (p. 604).  

Based on the aforementioned criterion, the researchers selected 37 participants whose 

positions ranged from Governor and Lieutenant Governor to representatives from the 

Board of Education and a number of well-established legislators, chairpersons, and 
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leaders serving on various House and Senate committees.  Participants answered the 

following questions: 

1. What are the steps of the legislative process that could cause an education-

related bill to pass or fail?; 

2. What factors of influence as perceived by legislators shape legislators’ voting 

decisions?; and, 

3. What factors of influence as perceived by observers of the legislative process 

shape legislators’ voting decisions? (pp. 603-604) 

 

With the aforementioned guiding questions in mind, Canfield-Davis and Jain then 

employed a case study methodology to delve into the educational legislative process.   

Utilizing a variety of methods including interviews, direct observations, archived 

and public records, and recordings of legislative sessions and committee meetings, the 

researchers sought to obtain a holistic understanding of the legislative process as it 

pertains to education-related matters (p. 600).  The first author, Kathy Canfield-Davis, 

conducted a non-participant observation for two weeks to “describe the setting, the 

activities taking place, and the people participating in those activities from the 

perspective of those observed” (p. 604).   

In addition to non-participant observations, the researchers contacted participants 

directly to explain the study and set up interviews for data collection.  Interviews ranged 

in location, depending on the participants’ preferences.  Two of the interviews were 

conducted in small groups—six legislative staff persons were interviewed together and 

two lobbyists were also interviewed together—but all other interviews were conducted 

with participants individually.  Although the researchers asked nearly twenty questions, 

the following are representative of the kinds of questions asked: 

 From your perception, describe the legislative process.; 

 How do you become informed on a bill about which you may know very little?; 
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 What groups or individuals, if any, are presently the most influential in 

determining or directing educational policy?;  

 What kind of influence does the leadership have on your voting behavior?; and 

 If you could draft three pieces of legislation that would impact or change what we 

are doing in public education, what would they be? (pp. 626-628) 

 

The researchers employed both semi-structured and unstructured interviews to collect 

data; first, the use of semi-structured interviews ensured that specific information was 

targeted.  Then, to allow participants an opportunity to delve deeper into educational 

legislation, the researchers utilized unstructured interviews.  For documentation, the 

researchers sought participants’ permission to record the interviews for transcription.  

Only one participant denied permission, so the researchers took detailed notes for 

comparable documentation.  They also reviewed both public and archived records and 

sessions about the legislative process.   

Upon completion of the data collection, Canfield-Davis and Jain began data 

analysis by organizing the information chronologically and identifying any patterns 

and/or irregularities (p. 607).  The researchers analyzed data utilizing four steps: 

1. All of the interviews were transcribed verbatim, including pauses in the 

discussion, digressions, and hesitation words such as “um” and “ah”;  

2. Initial transcripts were examined to identify general themes.  Notations were 

made in the margins, and themes were highlighted using different colored 

pens; 

3. Initial transcripts were re-organized by the question asked, and then 

condensed, removing all of the extemporaneous, irrelevant comments, 

phrases, and utterances; and 

4.  Specific themes, and topics within those themes, were identified, and coded 

using colored pens. (pp. 609-610) 

 

To display the data, the researchers indicated that they used Miles and Huberman’s 

(1994) time-ordered and checklist matrices “to record the chronological flow and 

connection of the events that took place during the legislative session” and “to compare 

the data obtained from the sources of evidence about: (a) the formal and informal steps of 
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the legislative process; and (b) the sources of influence on voting decisions” (p. 608).  

The authors indicated that, “to strengthen credibility and dependability of the findings, 

the strategies of triangulation, member checks, and repeated observations at the site were 

used” (p. 610).   

Upon completion of data analysis, Canfield-Davis and Jain posited that a number 

of factors may either individually or collectively influence educational legislation, 

including: trust, credibility and respect, sponsorship, legislative leadership, party 

affiliation, legislative camaraderie, lobbyists, constituents, sources of information and 

advice, religion, regionalism, fiscal impact, re-election, timing, other factors of influence, 

media, and perceived leaders of groups and individuals (p. 611).  With this in mind, the 

researchers suggested the findings illustrated that “the legislature is a complex institution 

that functions under formal and informal rules. A bill’s fate is subject to many planned 

and unplanned sequential steps and to a collection of diverse personalities,” all of which 

and all of whom interact in ways dependent on others to make change (p. 619).  

Showcasing various factors that contribute to the legislative process aided in supporting 

the researchers’ findings.  The researchers concluded that their study “contribute[d] to the 

body of knowledge about the dynamics of the legislature” while “illustrat[ing] the utility 

of understanding the transformation of public will into public policy” (p. 621). Thus, in 

addition to illumining the education legislative process, Canfield-Davis and Jain’s 

research highlighted a number of key political individuals and groups with whom a state 

superintendent must interact in order to fulfill her responsibilities.  

Yet, politics should not be a deterrent to the superintendency.  Instead, a 

superintendent should recognize the “importance of political skills and diligently [work] 
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to hone them” so that “a gradual transformation occurs,” moving the superintendent 

“away from seeing political forces as obstructions to progress and toward visualizing 

political forces as integral stakeholders in the local educational process whose 

contributions are essential in the quest to achieve organizational objectives” (Farmer, 

2009, p. 32).  Thus one should sharpen political skill and understanding in an effort to 

fully comprehend the political arena, as well as one’s place within that arena, to 

effectively address the many duties of the state superintendent.   

Getting to Work: Duties of the State Superintendent 

What are the primary responsibilities of a state superintendent of education?  

Responsibilities vary from state to state according to state law codes; however, many of 

these codes are similar in function.  Rather than citing codes from each state, I will strive 

to provide a general understanding of state superintendents’ responsibilities with 

examples from across the country.  In South Carolina, for instance, the state 

superintendent’s responsibilities include serving as secretary and administrative officer to 

the state board of education, supervising/managing public schools funds, organizing, 

staffing, and administering the state department of education, keeping the public abreast 

of educational problems and policies (including personal appearances at public events 

and for the media) printing and distributing materials “he may deem necessary” for 

professional development, administering policies and procedures adopted by the board, 

and assuming “such other responsibilities and perform[ing] such other duties as may be 

prescribed by law or as may be assigned by the State Board of Education” (Code of South 

Carolina, § 59-3-30).     
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Likewise, in California, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction is 

responsible for executing “under direction of the State Board of Education, the policies 

which have been decided upon by the board and shall direct, under general rules and 

regulations adopted by the State Board of Education, the work of all appointees and 

employees of the board” (Code of California, § 33111); in doing so, he or she is expected 

to fulfill responsibilities similar to those found in South Carolina educational code.   

In addition to general responsibilities outlined in states like South Carolina and 

California, other state codes require the state superintendent to undertake additional 

responsibilities and duties.  The Alabama state superintendent, for example, “shall 

explain the true intent and meaning of the school laws and of the rules and regulations of 

the State Board of Education” taking on a legal responsibility for managing of schools:  

He shall decide, without expense to the parties concerned, all controversies and 

disputes involving the proper administration of the public school system. The 

State Superintendent of Education shall enforce all the provisions of this title and 

the rules and regulations of the State Board of Education. He shall file charges 

with the State Board of Education or other controlling authority and shall 

recommend for removal or institute proceedings for the removal of any person 

appointed under the provisions of this title for immorality, misconduct in office, 

insubordination, incompetency or willful neglect of duty. (Code of Alabama, §16-

4-16) 

           

In Ohio, state superintendents are additionally charged with the task of conducting “such 

studies and research projects as are necessary or desirable for the improvement of public 

school education in Ohio, and such as may be assigned to the superintendent by the state 

board of education” (Code of Ohio, § 3301.12.A3), and, in Virginia, the state 

superintendent must take on a health-care role to, “along with the State Health 

Commissioner, work to combat childhood obesity and other chronic health conditions 

that affect school-age children” (Code of Virginia, § 22.1-23.6).   
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Yet aside from duties and tasks that vary from state to state, there are a number of 

complementary responsibilities for which the state superintendent must uphold.  In 

evaluating state codes of education, it is clear that the state superintendent is responsible 

for working closely with an established board, promoting educational excellence for all 

students, and managing the state’s educational resources.  The operational complexity of 

the state superintendency is thus constantly coupled with a high level of public scrutiny, 

wherein every facet of one’s position is constantly questioned.  Among those raised are 

questions of ability; according to the literature, these questions are often tied to one’s 

gender.  In fact, a number of state law codes, including the aforementioned South 

Carolina and Alabama references, utilize male-centric vocabulary to outline the state 

superintendent’s responsibilities.  This leads one to wonder if gender has a role in the 

state superintendency.       

Theories of Relationships, Power, and Position: A Postmodern-Feminist Approach 

 Although arguments abound as to exactly why women and men are fundamentally 

different, one may confidently deduce that indeed they are.  For instance, Kropiewnicki 

and Shapiro (2001), agreed with Carol Gilligan’s (1993) suggestion that females differ 

due to a “different voice” that stems from a fundamental issue of ethics, or an “ethic of 

care” (Gilligan, 1993, p. 173). Others, like Hopcroft (2009), suggested that an 

evolutionary progression throughout history has resulted in continued gender inequality 

(p. 1845).  Although there are many feminist lenses through which one may evaluate the 

female’s place in social, familial, professional, and vocational facets of life, postmodern 

feminism has continued to serve as a theoretical frame for research in the field of 

educational leadership. 
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Tong (2009) defined postmodern feminists as those who “reject phallogocentric 

thought, that is, ideas ordered around an absolute word (logos) that is ‘male’ in style” (p. 

270).  She continued: 

Postmodern feminists reject any mode of feminist thought that aims to provide a 

single explanation for why women are oppressed or the ten or so steps all women 

must take to achieve liberation. . . .Although postmodern feminists’ refusal to 

develop one overarching explanation and solution for women’s oppression poses 

major problems for feminist theory, this refusal also adds needed fuel to the 

feminist fires of plurality, multiplicity, and difference. (p. 270) 

 

A few years earlier, Letherby (2003) explained that “unlike varieties of feminism which 

allow for difference between women and in terms of social structure—social class, 

ethnicity, age, and so on—postmodernists argue a thoroughly relativistic position which 

denies the possibility of any form of ‘authorized’ knowledge” (p. 52).  Rather, Letherby 

suggested that postmodern feminists are more “concerned with explaining the discursive 

procedures whereby human beings gain an understanding of their common world” (p. 

52). 

With regard to postmodern-feminist theory in the field of education, Griffiths 

(1995) suggested that “feminism is not just theoretically significant.  Educational 

practices and educational outcomes are damaged” due to “a prevailing sexism both in and 

out of formal educational institutions: schools, universities, local authorities, governing 

bodies, government departments, educational publishing, and voluntary pressure groups” 

(p. 219).  In her descriptive, opinion piece, she further asserted that sexism impacts how 

the field of education operates and is ultimately understood and, as such, becomes an 

epistemological concern of promoting knowledge and removing sexist inhibitors (p. 219-

220).  In fact, “both feminism and post-modernism challenge traditional conceptions of 

epistemology. . .by refusing to assume away politics.  Both of them draw attention to the 
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deep and irreducible connections between knowledge and power” (pp. 219-220).  

Postmodern feminism then provides a theoretical foundation from which to evaluate the 

female’s place (in this case, as educational leaders in the state superintendency) by 

challenging the current system and offering methods in which to overcome gender 

inequity and promote understanding.  See Figure 2 for an illustrative graphic of 

postmodern feminism.   

 
 

Figure 2. Postmodern feminism. Viewing female educational leadership through a 

postmodern-feminist lens leads to a deeper understanding of the female’s path to the state 

superintendency.   

 

Given that a deeper understanding can been reached in viewing females’ paths 

through a postmodern-feminist lens, much of the available research regarding the female 

superintendency thus stems from a postmodern-feminist theoretical framework.  In 1981, 

Shakeshaft posited that “studies on women administrators undertaken from a feminist 

perspective. . .is the cutting edge [of] research on women leaders in educational 

organizations” (p. 4).  In a review of practitioner’s journals, however, Marshall (1984) 

suggested that “‘equal opportunity,’ ‘equality,’ and ‘equity’ usually referred to race, 

economic background, and ethnicity and seldom included sex” (p. 7).  In the past two 

decades, there has been an increase in gender-specific studies, many of which detail the 

struggles of women overcoming obstacles and challenging barriers previously limiting 

access to higher leadership positions.  In fact, when Grogan (2000) juxtaposed the 

traditional available literature with feminist, postmodern perspectives, she discovered that 
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doing so “enables us to understand the superintendency in terms different from those that 

have been used in the past.  Such concepts include discourse, subjectivity, power, 

knowledge, and resistance” (p. 127).  Even into the twenty-first century, postmodern-

feminism remains in the forefront of research, particularly with regard to the field of 

education.    

In 2000, Björk noted a resurgence of scholarly interest in the American 

superintendency, particularly in how it pertains to the prospective and current female 

superintendent; thus, he wished to evaluate the trends of scholarly writing over a ten-year 

time period.  Utilizing “texts and a representative sample of contemporary literature on 

the superintendency in three English-language educational administration journals since 

January 1990, including those published in early 2000,” Björk analyzed literature 

regarding the superintendency.  He chose three specific journals—Educational 

Administration Quarterly, Journal of School Leadership, and Journal of Educational 

Administration—because “the breadth of topics and the diversity of theoretical 

perspectives made it highly likely that significant contributions to research on the 

superintendency would be found in these volumes”; in addition, he surveyed textbooks 

and empirical research books written about the superintendency from 1990-2000 (p. 6).  

He suggested that “it is evident that women scholars have made conspicuous and 

important contributions to the knowledge base on the superintendency and to theoretical 

perspectives during the last decade” because these “women scholars authored or 

coauthored with male colleagues 17 of the 28 (61%) empirical studies on the 

superintendency” (p. 6).  In fact, Björk determined that, “women authored or coauthored 
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with male colleagues 79% of scholarly articles on the superintendency published in these 

journals” (p. 6).   

Björk concluded that “women scholars are making significant empirical 

contributions to our understanding of the superintendency” (p. 6): 

Over the past several decades, research on women and gender in educational 

administration has illuminated how culture and professional norms have created 

masculine myths of the existence of the one best way of leading and have 

perpetuated expectations and gender bias in the superintendency.  These dominant 

assumptions are being challenged by a growing body of feminist research that not 

only illuminates weaknesses in traditional discourse in the field but that also is 

filling a gap in the professional knowledge base regarding the effectiveness of 

women’s leadership perspectives. (p. 14) 

 

Not only was the study limited in scope by the research available at the time of 

publication, but also the author did not delve into the respective roles the female scholars 

played in the field of education.  This leads one to question whether or not these scholars 

actually held the superintendent position or if they were simply women interested in 

further exploring the topic.       

Considering this, Brunner (2002) posited that although there was a growing body 

of available research on the female superintendency, there was still a need to further the 

discussion.  She attempted to expand the available literature by setting forth “a simple 

proposition: to model in writing a specific process for the reconsideration of traditional 

and nontraditional superintendency discourse” (pp. 402-403).  Exploring the literature 

through “small excerpts of traditional superintendency texts” and “pieces of narrative” 

gleaned from former research, the study centered on analyzing available research at the 

time of publication through a feminist postmodern lens to “determine whether a 

reconsideration of superintendency discourse could provide ideas that support a 

reconception of the superintendency” (p. 402).  First, Brunner evaluated Grogan’s (2000) 
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feminist postmodern approaches and condensed them into two categories: relationships 

and multiple perspectives (p. 406).  Considering the two categories, she then utilized 

research data gathered from twelve female superintendents in a previous study to analyze 

the superintendency through a feminist postmodern perspective (p. 407).  She commented 

that her research was “not comprehensive but evocative” in that she utilized “rare 

perspectives and approaches and rare analytic tools in the reconsideration of both 

traditional and nontraditional superintendency discourse in an effort to enrich, expand, 

extend, enliven, and reconceptualize the superintendency” (p. 403; 407).  According to 

the notes provided in the article, the research population was identified and interviewed 

in a previous study by Brunner (2000b). Participants in the study included 12 female 

superintendents from varying districts who were selected from a national list of 

prospective participants by an expert panel (p. 427).  Two additional individuals were 

chosen from each district for data triangulation and all participants were interviewed (p. 

427).  Using information gathered in an “examination of superintendents’ narratives,” 

Brunner categorized participants as either “superintendents as talkers”—those who 

vocalized one’s mission, vision, and goals and who embodied the communication 

process—or “superintendents as listeners”—those who preferred reflection and inward 

contemplation (pp. 408-422).   

Brunner concluded that “a reconsideration of traditional and nontraditional 

discourse has provided evidence that language grounded in feminist postmodernism 

perspectives has strong potential to provide the discourse for a new conceptualization of 

the superintendency” as this discourse should “make greater use of open questions, 

proactive listening, respectful and caring treatment of others, a fuller honoring of multiple 
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perspectives, a focus on social justice, and. . .more accurately reflect the realities of the 

role” (pp. 428-429).  She asserted that “the suggestion that the superintendent—as 

primary talker or communicator for the district—must control and even withhold 

information from others leaves little space for feminist postmodern approaches that 

advise the solicitation of multiple perspectives” (p. 422).  In addition, “another notion 

that limits the seeking of multiple perspectives is the suggestion that superintendents and 

school boards are the initiators of communication processes and the authors of stories 

about the district” (p. 422).   

Other inhibitions restrict reconceptualized discourse of the superintendency, 

particularly with regard to communication; namely, “rather than speak out against their 

experiences of unnatural silencing or changing their own discourse to guard against 

inequitable practices, women superintendents debunked these experiences by drawing 

attention to how they individually overcame them” (p. 423).  Brunner cautioned, 

however, that “such debunking moves against feminist postmodern approaches by stifling 

the dissent that could or should accompany experiences of inequality” (p. 423).  Brunner 

identified two limitations to the study: “a small number of examples from textbooks and 

from narratives of women are discussed” and “prescriptions found in texts and in the 

participant descriptions, although triangulated for validity during the original studies. . . 

may not reflect actual practice” (pp. 407-408).  Despite these limitations, her research 

contributed to the postmodern-feminist analyses of the female superintendency.   

According to Skelton and Francis (2005), the rise in feminist research in scholarly 

journals and publications is “indicative of the fact that feminist research is increasingly 

concerned with epistemological and methodological matters in contrast to earlier feminist 
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research studies of education” (p. 4).  Yet in The F-Word: Feminism in Jeopardy: 

Women, Politics, and the Future, Rowe-Finkbeiner (2004) shared her opinion that 

although “women are taking advantage of gains from the women’s movements of 

preceding generations, they also face unprecedented new pressures related to education, 

career, relationships, home, family, and personal life in a culture that still isn’t supportive 

of combining these roles” (p. 3).  Women’s ever-changing roles, thus, ultimately impact 

every facet of one’s life, particularly with regard to one’s professional aspirations.  A 

female’s success often hangs in the balance between perception, reality, and relationship.   

Conceptual Framework 

Now, if we throw into this equation the fact that you are female, the burden of 

proof that you can do the job will occur daily.  People will watch, not for you to 

make a decision, but for you to make a mistake. (Witmer, 2006, p. 91) 

 

Recognizing the immense “burden of proof” that comes with attaining and maintaining 

success in the superintendency, the female must be prepared to balance societal 

perceptions of gender as it pertains to marriage, domesticity, and ability, remain resilient 

in the day-to-day reality of the position, and build meaningful, sustainable relationships.  

Conceptual Map: A Blend of Perception, Reality, and Relationship 

One may conceptualize the aforementioned blend as depicted in Figure 3:  

 
 Figure 3. Variables affecting success in the superintendency. Success in the female 

superintendency requires a balanced blend of perception, reality, and relationship. 
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Overcoming perceptions, facing reality, and building relationships all contribute 

to success in the female superintendency.  Let us first examine perception, which hovers 

like a metaphorical cloud over the female on her path to the state superintendency.    

Perceptions of the Female Superintendent 

Like all individuals serving in public leadership positions, female superintendents 

operate under high levels of public scrutiny (Kelly, St. Germain, & Horn, 1991).  In 

addition to their respective occupational efficacies, female superintendents are dually 

judged by society as outsiders laboring in a male-dominated position (Gilmour & 

Kinsella, 2009).  Gilligan (1993) purported that “as we have listened for centuries to the 

voices of men and the theories of development that their experience informs, so we have 

come more recently to notice not only the silence of women but the difficulty in hearing 

what they say when they speak” (p. 173).  She explained:  

In the different voice of women lies the truth of an ethic of care, the tie between 

relationship and responsibility, and the origins of aggression at the failure of 

connection.  The failure to see the different reality of women’s lives and to hear 

the differences in their voices stems in part from the assumption that there is a 

single mode of social experience and interpretation. (p. 173) 

 

Society continues to impose an archaic perception of women’s place within society that 

stems from ideals of domesticity and questions of ability (Shakeshaft, 1987).   From the 

research, one may see that although it is important to recognize that there are indeed 

fundamental differences between men and women, assigning obligatory roles to either 

gender is defeating.  For women, societal perceptions continue to greatly affect the 

overall perceived ability of a female to be an effective, focused leader, even in the 

twenty-first century.   
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Societal perceptions of marriage, children, and other domestic obligations.  

“Female candidates for administrative jobs still report[ed], as late as 1987, that they 

[were] asked questions about parental status and how it [would] affect their job 

performance,” while prospective employers inquired “into marital status for women on 

application forms and treat[ed] women as less serious candidates than men” (Shakeshaft, 

1987, pp. 98-99).  Why should this matter?  It would seem as though societal perceptions 

surrounding a woman’s place, namely her obligations of marriage, children, and 

domesticity, remain challenges that female professionals still face.   

In 1980, Bogan suggested that “working mothers. . .are nothing new in this 

country” as “mothers have cleared, plowed, and planted land; they have produced 

clothing, food, and other life necessities; they have raised and processed produce and 

poultry; and they have taken in boarders and lodgers” as working, contributing women; 

however, societal scorn arises when women work outside of the confines of their homes 

(p. 209).  Yet “as many women strive to satisfy family demands, the constraints imposed 

by this dominant time structure may explain some of the occupational decisions that 

women make, including whether to pursue and/or remain in the superintendency” 

(Mahitivanichcha & Rorrer, 2006, p. 492).  Brunner and Grogan (2007) suggested that 

since “societal norms do not work in her favor. . .she must address this particular aspect 

of her life in some way in order to move forward in her career” (p. 43).  This is difficult, 

however, because “while life at home has changed to some degree, women still shoulder 

the majority of family and household responsibility”; therefore, “given the time demands 

of top administrative roles, women may not aspire to the top because they simply have no 

desire to take on more responsibility or work” (Brunner & Grogan, 2007, pp. 42-43).  If 
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women do aspire to the top, Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) noted that many women in 

educational leadership essentially work two jobs, balancing professional administrative 

responsibilities at work and domestic administrative responsibilities at home (p. 21).  

Thus, if females aspire to achieve the superintendency, they must be prepared not 

only to find a balance between work and home life, but also to address the societal 

perceptions of both.  Sex-role stereotypes—the most prevalent of which is that of the 

woman as a family and home caregiver—often serve as career inhibitors (Brunner & 

Grogan, 2007, p. 22).  Because women are responsible for childbearing, they are likewise 

expected to serve as primary caretakers and stereotypical housewives—preparing meals, 

house cleaning, and managing family operations and social obligations; men, on the other 

hand, are expected to serve as the stereotypical bread-winners, or sole financial providers 

(pp. 22-23).  Dana and Bourisaw (2006) suggested that, “although some of that cultural 

expectation has weakened over the past three decades in the United States, the 

expectation still is culturally strong,” (p. 23); thus women must address these stereotypes, 

particularly if one wishes to pursue the superintendency.  They suggested that “along 

with these two persistent expectations come a host of related sex-role expectations that 

are potent stereotypes when women have interest in working and in moving into 

leadership positions, particularly CEOs in the workforce” (p. 23).  Because stereotypes 

prevail in the modern workforce, particularly with regard to a woman’s domesticity and 

perceived familial expectations, educational leaders must endeavor to appreciate 

women’s voices among men’s voices (Gilligan, 1993), recognize women’s multi-faceted 

work ethics, and overcome the antiquated, gender-restricting sexisms that ultimately 

inhibit the entire field from moving forward. 
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In addition to overcoming challenges stemming from traditional, societal 

perceptions of women’s domestic and family responsibilities, females must also 

overcome a fundamental question of ability required to achieve success in the 

superintendency.   

Perceptions of females in male-dominated positions: Question of ability?   

When examining the question of ability, one must consider that societal 

perceptions of the superintendency hinge on the public nature of the position.  In a 

seminal analysis of female leaders, Estler (1975) examined “both the relative absence of 

women as leaders and the factors explaining this absence” and “data defining 

representation by sex within educational administration at various points in the typical 

career pattern” (p. 363). Although she did not specify the number of sources, Estler 

surveyed “a great deal” of available literature to provide a foundation from which to build 

three explanatory female models: the woman’s-place model, the discrimination model, 

and the meritocracy model (p. 378).  The woman’s-place model “draws primarily on the 

assumption of differential socialization for men and women and on the assumption that 

institutional practices reinforce the differences” by assuming “women and men have been 

taught to perceive their roles as very distinct and separate” (p. 368):  

At the extreme, for a woman to succeed in what society designates as a man’s role 

means she has failed in her assigned role.  Leadership traits are usually defined as 

male characteristics; therefore most women will not seek positions of leadership 

and responsibility unless they draw upon those traits considered appropriately 

feminine (e.g., counseling skills, curriculum design, etc.). Briefly, this model 

describes a world in which there are men’s jobs and women’s jobs. (p. 368) 

 

Next, Estler explained that the discrimination model “draws on the assumption 

that institutional patterns are a result of the efforts of one group to exclude participation 

of another” (p. 369).  She further suggested, “As applied to education, it would assume 
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that men advance to higher levels because they are favored in promotional practices and 

that women cannot advance even if they so choose” (p. 369).  Finally, the meritocracy 

model “assumes, quite simply, that the most competent people are promoted according to 

their ability.  It would then assume that men occupy the highest positions because men 

are the most qualified people in the pool of candidates for a given job” (p. 370).   

From this foundation, Estler evaluated existing literature and research data at the 

time of publication, focusing on “the career patterns, qualifications and preparation, 

competence in administration, and issues related to aspirations, encouragement, and role 

models” (p. 370).  She explained that “a review of relevant statistical data [from National 

Education Association] shows critical patterns which help to explain why women are not 

more highly represented in leadership levels of education;” namely, as compared to men, 

women “are required to show more teaching experience before appointment to 

administrative positions and, perhaps as a result of this, may be considered too old for 

appointment to higher-level positions” (p. 376).  In addition, women are often “denied 

experiences such as coaching that often precede the superintendency and once in such 

positions may be denied equal decision-making responsibility with male counterparts 

despite at least equal levels of competence” (pp. 376-378).  Thus Estler’s three 

explanatory models—woman’s-place, discrimination, and meritocracy—offered a 

potential rationale for why prospective female leaders have historically faced challenges 

in educational leadership.   

Like Estler (1975), Dopp and Sloan (1986) asserted that, regardless of many 

similarities between males and females on the path to the superintendency, “it seems 

abundantly clear that females who choose to pursue the school superintendency face 
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certain obstacles” (p. 125).  In juxtaposing three previously-conducted studies by 

American Association of School Administrators (1982), Jackson (1980), and Dopp 

(1985) Dopp and Sloan asserted that the American “social structure presents obstacles to 

administrative career development” in that “the sheer paucity of numbers of female 

administrators presents a social obstacle” (p. 125).  In addition, the authors purported that 

“people do not see effective women in positions of responsibility and therefore do not 

appoint potential candidates because of social prejudice;” thus, “decision makers, 

community members, and board of education members need to be more informed about 

women’s abilities and competencies” (p. 125) in order to eliminate gender-inhibitors for 

accessing the superintendency. 

Another obstacle that prospective female superintendents must be prepared to face 

is limited access to the superintendency due to “primitive” recruitment techniques, such 

as headhunting.  Tallerico (2000) indicated that she “sought to explore and analyze 

current practices in terms of equity for females and people of color” because “attention to 

these issues is timely and important” (p. 19).  She posited: 

High numbers of superintendent vacancies are predicted for the near future. . . 

increasing proportions of leadership preparation programs and administrative 

positions considered pathways to superintendencies are currently occupied by 

women. . .and finally, there has been little systematic study of how the variables 

of gender and race/ethnicity can inform the existing knowledge base on 

superintendent search and selection. (p. 19)   

 

First, Tallerico identified gatekeeping theories and career mobility models as two 

interrelated concepts to her research (p. 19).  She indicated that Lewin’s (1947; 1951) 

gatekeeping theory, or the “flow process involving the passage of applicants through a 

variety of ‘channels,’ most of which are composed of multiple subdivisions or ‘sections’” 

provided the “principal conceptual framework for this study” (p. 19). Tallerico also 
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indicated that Maienza’s (1986) research in regards to “general gatekeeping theories and 

gendered career mobility models can be applied to the specific context of the 

superintendency” (p. 22).   

After briefly reviewing available theoretical and contextual literature, Tallerico 

focused her research on one state, New York, which “enabled rich contextualization of 

the data” thus “[taking] into account the fact that 87% of superintendents spend their 

entire administrative careers in one state (Glass, 1992) and that more search consultants 

operate primarily statewide or regionally, rather than nationally (Magowan, 1979; 

O’Connell, 1995)” (p. 23).  With a foundational background established, the researcher 

then selected her research population.  In order to “increase triangulation of data sources 

in an effort to paint a more complete picture of search and selection processes,” she 

sought the “perspectives and experiences of members of each of the key groups. . . 

[including] school board members, headhunters, and recent candidates for 

superintendencies” (p. 23).   

According to Tallerico, “a total of 75 persons were interviewed, including 25 

headhunters, 25 school board members, and 25 recent applicants for superintendencies” 

(p. 24) and, with regard to gender and race, “38 were female, and 37 were male; 68 were 

Caucasian, and 7 were African American” (p. 26). She “purposefully selected more 

female than male applicants to counterbalance the necessarily high proportion of male 

consultant interviewees” by allowing “new insights into women’s access to the 

superintendency, while, of course, limiting generalizability” (p. 23).  Tallerico then 

qualitatively collected a variety of data, including semistructured interviews, participant 

observation, and document analyses gathered over a two-year period that, “consistent 
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with standards associated with naturalistic inquiry,” were “coded [using] constant-

comparative procedures involving inductive analyses simultaneous to data collection” ( p. 

24). She explored how “nonminority male career paths” are perceived as “normative,” 

how “routine practices limit diversity,” how “cultural norms close some gates” of 

opportunity, how “dominant ideologies can also shape access,” and how “‘going with the 

gut’ disadvantages women and people of color” (p. 30-37).  She suggested that the 

findings “illustrate[d] a complex mix of unwritten selection criteria that shape 

superintendent search and hiring practices” (p. 37).  She explained: 

These criteria are largely invisible because they do not appear in either 

advertisements of desired qualifications or public forums typically associated with 

employing a new superintendent.  Instead, they manifest themselves behind the 

scenes, in the private conversations and interviews critical to applicants’ 

advancement in recruitment and selection processes. These unwritten rules 

involve headhunters’ and school board members’(a) defining quality in terms of 

hierarchies of particular job titles, (b) stereotyping by gender, (c) complacency 

about acting affirmatively, and (d) hypervaluing feelings of comfort and 

interpersonal chemistry with the successful candidate.  (p. 37) 

 

In closing, Tallerico suggested that a “better understanding [of] the multiple dynamics 

that affect access to [the superintendency] is an important first step to attracting and 

retaining talented educators for this role. Unnecessarily limiting access to the 

superintendency is not a practice the profession can afford” (p. 40).  

To overcome potential biases and occupational inequities, Isernhagen (2002) 

suggested that a more comprehensive method for selecting superintendents should be 

established to recruit diversity in gender, thus selecting prospective superintendents by 

more than “just the cover” (p. 64).  Isernhagen developed a four-step selection process 

that identified desired leadership characteristics, created a superintendent selection rubric, 

evaluated applicants, and developed interview questions and interview protocol (pp. 65-
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68).  First, the researcher outlined desired leadership characteristics of potential 

superintendents, which included being a visionary and innovator; possessing effective 

communication and leadership skills, serving as a team builder; being “broadly 

knowledgeable about the profession to include aptitude in finance;” having a “solid 

record of ethical, sincere, and genuine concern for children and youth;” and possessing 

the ability and “willingness to become a community member” (p. 65); from this, she 

created a rubric for the superintendent selection process.  She suggested that applicants be 

evaluated based on the aforementioned prescribed leadership characteristics, and then 

formally interviewed to gain a holistic representation of the prospective superintendent’s 

ability and qualities (p. 68).  Because the author created a new tool to measure 

prospective superintendents, no findings were presented from the research; however, 

Isernhagen’s work may serve as a much-needed basis for evaluating prospective female 

superintendents that would lessen the sexist gender-inhibitors that continue to exist in 

educational leadership.  

Digging deeper into the potential factors that may potentially limit “current access 

to and representation of women in the superintendency,” Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer 

(2006) pinpointed three constraints—“structural time crisis, ideal worker norms, and 

labor and occupational queues”—which “impact the decisions and choices of women 

seeking to advance to and hold positions in the superintendency” (p. 483).  The 

researchers employed feminist-economic and feminist-organization theories to evaluate 

the fundamental environment of public school administration in an effort to showcase the 

occupational inequality of women in the field of education.   
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Highlighting sex segregation in educational leadership, market constraints 

influencing women’s choices, and the influence of the “ideal” worker and “ideal” career 

norm, and labor and occupational queues, Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer evaluated both 

male and female superintendents to determine respective administrative attractiveness 

within the “market” of education.  Reviewing available literature in general and the 

works of Schor (1991), Williams (2000), Reskin and Roos (1990), and Strober (1992) in 

particular, the researchers asserted that a number of time constraints continued to be a 

major holdback for females seeking the superintendency; namely, these women were 

charged with balancing familial obligations and work expectations (p. 492). 

Secondly, Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer indicated that the “discriminatory nature of 

the market system, which is steeped in values, structures, and ‘ideals’ that primarily 

benefit men generally and White men particularly, requires women to participate in the 

market based on existing constraints” (p. 497).  They explained that “women’s choices 

are only choices in the sense that they are pathways through which women adjust within 

the limits that are set by the market structure and adapt to the larger market system” (p. 

497).  They suggested that “for choices to be truly free and independent of constraints set 

by the market, women would be able to choose from among multiple options” (p. 497).   

Finally, in reviewing the literature, Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer posited that 

individuals who fit the “ideal-worker norm” are often white, married males; these 

individuals are perceived as being more attractive applicants and workers and are thus 

higher in position (p. 500).  In contrast, those individuals who do not fit the “ideal-worker 

norm”—women and minorities—are positioned lower in position (p. 500).  The 

researchers suggested that “this market condition is evident in the pay of positions with 
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larger clusters of women, such as elementary school teaching and administration” and 

therefore concluded: “An analysis of women’s participation in the superintendency given 

the dominant time structures, ideal worker norms, and labor queues indicates that current 

practices to recruit, advance, and sustain women in the superintendency are inadequate” 

(p. 500).  In fact, they suggested that “change to the current system will only be possible 

if. . .we alter the structures that are deeply rooted. . .including the social construct and the 

structure being the power and control” (p. 500).      

Evaluating specific social structures that may inhibit females from attaining the 

superintendency, Newton (2006) explored additional obstacles that stem from hiring and 

recruitment information and practices for superintendent positions, as the rhetoric and 

requirements are inherently male-centered (p. 552).  In particular, the researcher 

suggested that males and females perceive leadership styles—managerial, instructional, 

and political—differently.  Thus, Newton noted that “whether recruitment message 

content impedes the career advancement of women is important because although women 

comprise approximately 65% of the educational workforce, they occupy only about 14% 

of the superintendent positions” (p. 552).   

The researcher utilized a “2 x 3 x 3 analysis of variance (ANOVA) of 18 cells 

with each cell containing equal numbers of men and  women” (p. 561).  As prospective 

candidates of potential superintendent vacancies, Alabama principals of all organizational 

levels—elementary, middle, and secondary—were asked to participate in rating 

recruitment information (p. 561). Utilizing a five-point Likert scale, as well as various 

identifying forms, surveys, and questionnaires, the researcher’s methodology varied in 

form to obtain an encompassed representation of data regarding perceptions of male-
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centered recruitment information, particularly with regard to perceived leadership styles 

and gender in education.  Alabama public-school principals of all grade levels were 

entered into a database, from which 360 principals, with equal numbers of males and 

females and grade-level administrative experience, were chosen at random to participate 

in the study.  Nearly three-quarters were Caucasian, with the remaining one-quarter 

participants identified as African American.  All candidates possessed experience in both 

teaching, with a mean of 17 years of experience, and in administration, with a mean of 11 

years of experience.  Participants’ mean age was 51, and, with regard to advanced earned 

degrees, 42% possessed a master’s, 13% possessed a professional diploma, and 44% 

possessed a doctoral degree (p. 562).  

Utilizing a scale of five (least positively) to fifteen (most positively), participants 

rated superintendent recruitment messages in terms of perceived male-centered 

leadership qualities and subsequent desirable job skills, as well as size of the prospective 

superintendent district.  Newton discovered that women “rated recruitment messages 

emphasizing managerial leadership in districts enrolling 1,500 students least positively 

(M = 8.2) and recruitment messages emphasizing instructional leadership in districts 

enrolling 12,000 students most positively (M = 12.6)”; however, “the positive ratings for 

messages emphasizing political leadership were limited to positions situated in districts 

with either 1,500 (M = 11.8) or 3,000 (M = 11.1) students enrolled” (p. 566).  Newton 

then revealed the male responses, wherein “recruitment messages depicting managerial 

leadership in districts with 3,000 students enrolled [were rated] least positively (M = 

9.2)” and “recruitment messages depicting instructional leadership duties in districts with 

3,000 students [were rated] most positively (M = 12.2)” (pp. 566-567).   
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Interestingly, both males and females rated instructional leadership highest in the 

study (instructional leadership = 11.51, political leadership = 10.61, managerial 

leadership = 9.70).  An important finding illustrated the relationship between district size 

and leadership style, rather than simply gender: 

Across district sizes, there was no significant difference in the ratings of 

recruitment messages emphasizing instructional leadership (M = 3.85, 3.95, 4.05). 

However, when the position announcements depicted managerial leadership, 

participant ratings across districts varied significantly, with the announcements 

depicting a student enrollment of 12,000 (M = 3.70) being rated significantly 

more positively than announcements depicting a student enrollment of 3,000 (M = 

3.05). Also, the participants rated position announcements depicting political 

leadership in districts in districts enrolling 1,500 students (M = 4.10) and 3,000 

students (M = 3.80) significantly more positively than position announcements 

depicting political leadership in districts enrolling 12,000 students (M = 3.10). (p. 

568) 

 

Newton thus commented that “perhaps the pervasive positive and negative 

characterizations of these roles in the professional literature, rather than gender 

stereotypes, at least partially account for how the participating men and women 

responded” (p. 573).  One limitation identified by the researcher included participant 

selection; in particular, participants could have also been pooled from central office staff, 

instructional leaders, and other leadership positions from which prospective female 

superintendents may rise.  Nonetheless, Newton’s research contributed to the current 

available literature regarding the female superintendency, specifically with regard to 

recruitment messages and their respective negative connotations.    

How, then, might women succeed?  In reviewing available literature, Dana and 

Bourisaw (2006) echoed Bolman and Deal (2003) in that “women more than men must 

walk a tightrope of conflicting expectations” (p. 18; p. 347): 

Leaders are expected to build power and use it, but women should not be 

powerful.  Leaders are expected to be authoritarians; women are expected to 
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nurture others.  Leaders are expected to aggressively pursue interests that improve 

the education of children, but women are criticized if they are aggressive in their 

pursuit. (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 18) 

 

Regarding the impact of leadership characteristics, Brunner and Grogan (2007) 

commented that the societal perceptions of females in male-dominated positions stem 

from a stereotypical view of “female characteristics” that seemingly do not adequately 

prepare them for the male-centric superintendency (p. 43): 

Because educational administrative roles have been most often filled by men, a 

male model of leadership has evolved. . . .Women typically have more classroom 

experience, and many having it at the elementary level.  These experiences, as 

well as their career paths, formal and informal training, age, and other issues 

related to gender can create the impression that women lack what is seen as the 

proper leadership style—that is, they do not exhibit the familiar and accepted 

masculine persona. (p. 43)  

 

One may question why the “masculine persona” is perceived by society as a more 

effective model of leadership; however, stereotypes of a woman’s ability to serve 

professionally as a leader remain obstacles on the female’s path to the superintendency. 

With all of the “conflicting expectations” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 347) of a female’s 

place and her profession, how might females achieve success in the superintendency?  

Voicing her opinion, Witmer (2006) cautioned female superintendents: “As the chief 

educational leader, the responsibility is ultimately yours” (p. 75).   

Beyond Perceptions and Into Reality: Achieving Success in the Superintendency 

In addition to overcoming perceived hindrances of domesticity and ability, 

perpetuated by society through gender-inhibiting sexisms, female educational leaders 

must be prepared to showcase their unique leadership skills in the superintendency.  

Shakeshaft (1987) suggested that “no matter how qualified, how competent, or how 

psychologically and emotionally ready women are to assume administrative positions in 
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schools, they are still living and working within a society and school organization that is 

sexist” (p. 144).  She posited that “if we are to make any lasting change, we must 

confront a system” that is both “male centered” and “male dominated” and change that 

system by using “an approach that links equipping women with needed skills and mind-

sets to changing the structure in which they work” (p. 144).  Such skills and mind-sets 

often hinge on building meaningful, sustainable relationships both on the path to and in 

service within the superintendency.      

Superintendents must be prepared “to be collaborative decision makers, to 

practice a caring way, to focus on curriculum and instruction, and to provide guidance 

and support for women in the superintendency” (Brunner, 1998, p. 160).  To pinpoint 

specific skills and strategies needed for effective leadership in the superintendency, 

Brunner (1998) employed a qualitative methodology of research, focusing on “the lived 

experiences of the participants” as research data (p. 161).  Brunner utilized “a modified 

version of the reputational method designed by Floyd Hunter (1953)” to identify and 

develop a research sample; in addition, she interviewed colleagues, peers, and 

professional organizations with information regarding “exemplary women” to determine 

potential participants for the research population (p. 161).  The research population 

included twelve female superintendents from varying regions across the United States, 

whose school districts ranged from 1,400 to 130,000 students.  The superintendents were 

all classified as “Euro-American” and “ranged in age from their mid-40s to late 50s. . . 

eight had earned doctorates in education. . .of the remaining four, one was working on a 

doctoral dissertation and three had Master’s degrees” (p. 162).  The time-periods of 

superintendencies varied from one to eight years of service, wherein “six had held their 
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positions for three or less years and six had been in place four or more years” (p. 162).  

All participants were highly-regarded professionals with reputations for success as 

superintendents of their respective districts (p. 162).  In addition to the twelve female 

superintendents, Brunner also interviewed two people from each district for data 

triangulation (p. 162).       

Once the population was identified, the researcher asked the participants a series 

of questions conducted via face-to-face interviews lasting one hour in length (Brunner, 

1998, p. 162).  Brunner followed an interview format established by Lather (1991), to 

make participations aware of her position as a researcher and “followed their lead when 

deciding on the sequencing and timing of interviews in order to enhance collaboration” 

(p. 162).  She further explained the format as free-flowing, non-standardized, and guided 

only by interviewer cues to “draw from the understandings and perspectives of the 

participants” (p. 162).  Brunner then triangulated data “through interviews with at least 

two people familiar with each superintendent, such as: central office administrators, 

board of education members, power holders in the community, building-level 

administrators, and teachers” (p. 162).  After completing interview sessions, the 

researcher provided participants with copies of their own transcripts as well as “[the 

researcher’s] interpretations of these transcripts in order to engage them as participants in 

the data analysis” for member-checking purposes (pp. 162-163).  Brunner then organized 

data into three specific “taxonomies”—“unitizing, categorizing, and relating” (p. 163).   

Brunner pinpointed “seven gender-specific strategies [needed] to be successful in 

the superintendency” (p. 163).  These strategies included balancing expectations of role 

and gender, keeping agendas simple to focus on the education of children, remaining 
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feminine in a masculine culture, removing obstacles that block success, being courageous 

risk takers and knowing when to retreat, if needed, and learning how to share power and 

credit (p. 179).  In analyzing these strategies, Brunner identified a number of gender-

specific issues that stem from gender-bias; namely, that gender-bias is an ever-present 

barrier that does not disappear when women take on positions of power (p. 179).  

Brunner asserted that women superintendents are credited with the positive attributes 

they bring to the position, such as creativity, determination, and skill.  In addition, it 

should be noted that “the ability to advance school reform because it focuses on 

curriculum and instruction, prioritizes children in the fullest sense including their 

academic achievement, and embraces collaborative decision making” (pp. 179-180).  

Although Brunner’s study was geographically limited as the western United States was 

not represented, and demographically limited due, in large part, because all of the 

participants were classified as one race/ethnicity, her research contributed to the available 

literature by specifically identifying necessary traits for success in the female 

superintendency.      

Unfortunately, prospective and current female superintendents have few resources 

and little data from which to pursue, attain, and fulfill their respective positions.  Therein 

lies a major problem in the field of educational leadership:  “the contemporary 

superintendent of public schools has few maps to guide his or her negotiation of an 

increasingly unpredictable environment” (Grogan, 2000, p. 117).  After providing an 

historical overview of the superintendency over the past fifty years in order to evaluate 

the “modern superintendent,” Grogan (2000) surmised: “The literature of the past half 

century [illustrates] a multilayered and contradictory picture of the superintendency” (p. 
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125).  She purported that, in order to be successful in the superintendency “long enough 

to effect change that promises better outcomes for all students in the future,” female 

superintendents must “be comfortable with contradiction, work through others, appreciate 

dissent, develop a critical awareness of how children are being served, and adopt an ethic 

of care” (pp. 131-132).     

Although her study focused on females in the principalship, Haar’s (2002) 

research revealed necessary leadership characteristics for success as a female educational 

leader.  Utilizing elements of female educational leadership outlined by Aburdene and 

Naisbitt (1992), the researcher originally sought to “describe how the professional 

leadership development activities of four high school principals have shaped their school 

cultures” (p. 23).  However, Haar desired to expand her study and focused specifically on 

the female educational leaders of the original study (p. 23).  She employed a mixed-

methods research methodology, wherein the “qualitative component of the study 

consisted of interviewing four principals from four different school districts and twelve 

teachers, three from each school district” and the “quantitative component of the study 

was the Leadership Practices Inventory developed by Kouzes and Posner (1995), which 

was administered to the four principals to measure their leadership behaviors” (p. 23).  

Although the original research population included 16 participants, Haar later only 

focused on the two female participants.  These two female administrators demonstrated 

characteristics outlined by Aburdene and Naisbitt (1992): “empowerment, openness, 

trust, ongoing education, compassion, and understanding” (Haar, 2002, p. 24).  Haar 

surmised that female leadership is “natural” because “they are who they are, and they 

lead from their beliefs and values.  Their ability to be strong leaders comes from their 
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willingness to be themselves.  Their beliefs and values are grounded in solid educational 

research” (p. 27).   

In addition to a woman’s “natural” leadership ability that stems from “their beliefs 

and values” (Haar, 2002, p. 27), women’s leadership skills are often “more democratic 

and participatory than men in their leadership styles” (Witmer, 2006, p. 153) and are 

likewise desirable traits with regard to collaboration and cooperation with various 

stakeholders.  In evaluating feminine-inclusion through the lens of synergistic leadership 

theory Ardovini, Trautman, Brown, and Irby (2010) evaluated male and female leaders in 

various management levels.  To further understand the importance of their research, 

Ardovini et al. outlined four aspects of synergistic leadership theory:   

 Female leaders were included in its development; 

 Female leaders may be impacted by external forces, organizational structures, and 

beliefs, attitudes and values in ways male leaders are not, and visa versa; 

 Female leadership behaviors may interact with the factors in ways unlike the 

leadership behaviors of males; and 

 Leaders at various positions or levels, (i.e., teacher leaders to superintendents) 

may be impacted by the factors of the model in different ways (pp. 27-28) 

 

Two guiding, qualitative research questions addressed gender and leadership through this 

lens; namely, they asked: (1) “In what ways for male and female leaders perceive the four 

factors of the Synergistic Leadership Theory to be interactive?” and (2) “How do female 

leaders at different levels of management perceive the interaction of the four factors of 

Synergistic Leadership Theory?” (p. 28).  First, 243 educational leaders were randomly 

selected (superintendents, n = 65; assistant superintendents, n = 67; secondary principals, 

n = 52; and elementary principals, n = 57) from a computer database compiled by Market 

Data Retrieval Company (2000).  From these, 34 were selected to address the 

aforementioned qualitative research questions.  In reviewing open-ended, telephone 
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interviews, the researchers learned that “females are acknowledged as ‘contributors’ to 

leadership theory and ‘knowers or agents’ of knowledge” (p. 48).   

However, as “gender continues to be a factor in acquiring superintendent 

positions, as women with credentials, experience, and references comparable to men 

remain disadvantaged in the search process” (Lowery, Buck, & Petrie, 2002, p. 244), 

prospective female superintendents should be prepared to showcase specific skills and 

strategies required for success in the superintendency.  To determine such skills and 

strategies, Lowery, Buck, and Petrie (2002) utilized a “survey instrument. . . patterned 

after a portion of the instrument developed for the American Association of School 

Administrators (AASA) study (Glass, 1992)” and consulted “Hoyle, English, and Steffy’s 

(1998) book, Skills for Successful 21
st
 Century School Leaders. . .to ensure clear 

descriptions of the standards and related skills school leaders must master and apply to 

administrative positions in education” (p. 245).  Participants were asked various open-

ended questions to identify “their perceptions of the characteristics of successful 

superintendents. . .as well as advice for women seeking a superintendent position” (p. 

245).  Lowery et al. indicated that the research population stemmed from an 80% return 

rate (78 total participants) of “surveys [that] were mailed to 98 selected Texas female 

superintendents based on the following variables: age, ethnicity, marital status, public 

education experience, degrees held, and district size” (pp. 245-246).   

Lowery et al. first focused on the participants’ motivation to become 

superintendents, wherein they discovered 75% (n = 57) of the women made the decision 

because of a “desire to improve school for children” (p. 246).  Other factors included 

personal goals or ambition (n = 51), encouragement from administrators (n = 35), family 
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members (n = 27), or board members (n = 11), and college programs (n = 14) (p. 246).  

Next, the authors examined the career path leading to the superintendency, where they 

found that “women with backgrounds including various educational roles appear more 

likely to become superintendent” (p. 246).  With regard to steps taken to secure the first 

superintendent position, “participants in this study were more likely to secure a 

superintendency outside their own district (56%)”; however, “relocating is not always 

necessary, as 40% of the respondents reported success in moving into superintendencies 

in their own district” (p. 246).  Lastly, the researchers asked participants to “list in 

priority five characteristics of successful superintendents,” from which a collective list 

was created: well-developed people and communication skills (n = 58), knowledge of 

school finance (n = 21), a strong background knowledge base of instruction (n = 16), 

visionary (n = 15), honesty and fairness (n = 15), and working with a consultant (n = 12) 

(p. 248).  Although the study was limited to one geographical region—the state of 

Texas—the characteristics identified by Lowery et al. showcased a number of leadership 

skills that may help to ensure success in the state superintendency. 

 Like Lowery et al., Pankake, Schroth, and Funk (2002) contributed to existing 

literature regarding leadership habits of female superintendents by answering two 

research questions: “What do you believe are the qualities of leadership? and What 

experiences were vital to your development as a leader?” (p. 70).  In order to answer 

these questions, the researchers described the participant selection process, wherein they 

indicated that “successful was defined as being one of the finalists since 1990 for the 

Texas Association of School Boards’ Outstanding Superintendent of the Year award” (p. 

70).  From the list, six of the seven female superintendent winners were still living and 
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were thus selected for the study; six males were selected from each year not represented 

by the female superintendents and all superintendents agreed to participate in the study 

(pp. 70-71).  After participants were selected, they were interviewed over the course of a 

three-year time period using the same seven questions developed by Bennis (1989) to 

gauge leadership habits.  Interviews were “taped and note-scripted” and reviewed 

carefully to pinpoint leadership habits by gender (p. 71).  Pankake et al. noted that 

similarities and differences between males and females became an important part of the 

research.  “While differences were found, they tend[ed] [to be] more toward degree than 

kind.  This should be encouraging for women who aspire to the role of superintendent” 

(p. 77). They further explained: 

Success, rather than gender, seems to be the better criteria for selecting who to 

observe, who to seek as mentors, who to emulate.  Additionally, it appears that the 

sometimes stereotypical women’s ways of nurturing, collaborating, and caring for 

others are not female, but are, in fact, critical components of successful 

leadership.  Today’s organizations need leaders—females and males—who 

possess all of these qualities. (p. 77)  

     

Although Pankake et al. recognized fundamental differences between males and females, 

they concluded that, regardless of one’s gender, successful superintendent candidates 

must possess a balance of leadership qualities to be successful in the superintendent 

position.  

Yet, Sharp, Malone, Walter, and Supley (2004) suggested that “female candidates 

for superintendent positions face challenges that are different from their male 

counterparts” (p. 25).  Unlike much of the research regarding the female superintendency, 

this study showcased successful, effective female superintendents who shared their 

beliefs regarding the path to, attainment of, and service in the superintendency.  The 

researchers obtained names of all female superintendents in Illinois, Indiana, and Texas 
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from databases of state, local, and superintendent-specific organizations and sent out 

questionnaires comprised of the following questions: 

1. What forms of discrimination did you perceive? in the type or size of district you 

could apply for; in your prior experience; from a search consultant; from 

male/female board members?;  

2. Did you receive help from your professional organization, university programs, or 

informal networks?;  

3. Do you agree with statements regarding the superintendency as a "male" field? Is 

"power" the same for men and women; how do men/women value trust, 

competence, and collaboration?;  

4. What is your feeling about your family and the superintendency? with regard to 

applying for a job; having a family and a career; being mobile; getting support 

from your family; having a daughter or son become a superintendent?; and 

5. What are some barriers to the superintendency for women? 

 

Questionnaires were sent to 102 female superintendents in Illinois, with a return of 49% 

of surveys (50 completed questionnaires), 26 female superintendents in Indiana, with a 

return of 88.5% of surveys (23 completed questionnaires), and 84 female superintendents 

in Texas, with a return of 53.6% (45 completed questionnaires); thus, the total population 

of the study was 118 of 212 female superintendents, with a return of 55.7% (pp. 26- 27).  

Racial/ethnic classification included 91.7% White, 6.9% Black, 0% Hispanic, 1.4% 

Asian-American, and 0% Other or Combination; in addition, the range of years 

participants held superintendent positions was 1-21 years, with a mean of 5.319 years and 

a median of 5 years, and the range of total years participants had worked in education 

ranged from 12 to 35 years, with a mean of 25.91 and a median of 27 years (p. 33).  Of 

the highest degrees earned, 26.7% of participants possessed Master’s degrees, 18.1% 

possessed specialist degrees, and 55.2% possessed doctorate degrees (p. 33).  

Participants utilized a four-point Likert scale to answer five questions that 

explored perceived gender discrimination, any help received from professional 

organizations, the superintendency as a “male” field, the definition of power by gender, 
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feelings about family and service, and barriers to the superintendency  ( p. 26).  Initially, 

personal comments provided by the research population included concerns of gender bias 

and poor question construction; furthermore, one participant believed that the four-point 

Likert scale was “too polar” and another mentioned that many questions were too 

complex for a “black and white” answer (p. 32).  The surveyed female superintendents 

recognized obstacles and lingering prejudices surrounding their respective positions; 

however, they quickly pointed out that there were more similarities between male and 

female superintendents than commonly acknowledged, such as complementary pathways, 

comparable leadership strengths and weaknesses, and similar support systems (pp. 32-

33).   

Sharp et al. indicated that although participants did not feel discriminated against 

by male counterparts or feel that the type or size of the district was a determining factor 

for superintendency (pp. 28-29), approximately 71% of the participants indicated that 

university preparation programs did not discuss gender issues in educational 

administration (p. 33).  With regard to perceived and encountered barriers, the 

researchers found that approximately 55% said that a lack of a professional network was 

“somewhat a barrier” and roughly 12% said it was a “serious barrier” (p. 29).  Exclusion 

of the “Good Old Boys’ network” was “somewhat of a barrier” to just over half and was 

a “serious barrier” for roughly 17% of the research population (p. 33).  Researchers 

indicated that nearly 58% of the participants believed that society perceives the 

superintendency as a male’s field, but over half indicated that they “did not feel 

dominated in this male-dominated field” (p. 29).  Many participants disagreed with the 

common belief that “power means dominance for men, while power means collaboration 
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for female administrators” and they “strongly rejected the idea that women might be less 

decisive” (p. 30).  With regard to familial concerns of female superintendents, many 

participants did not believe that having a family hindered their opportunities for or ability 

to obtain a superintendent position (pp. 30-31).  Participants also indicated that the 

following were not considered barriers: negotiations with teacher unions (72.2%), dealing 

with school budgets (71.8%), lack of confidence in managerial abilities (65.8%), 

reluctance to take risks (56.9%), lack of career models (35.9%), low teacher interest in 

administration (24.8%), and lack of career mobility (23.9%) (p. 32).  Interestingly, one-

hundred percent of the participants strongly disagreed with the assumption that male 

superintendents manage school systems better than female superintendents (p. 32).  Sharp 

et al. thus concluded that female superintendents feel just as prepared, qualified, and able 

to succeed in the superintendency as their male counterparts and equally possess a variety 

of leadership characteristics for success. 

What, then, can provide the female state superintendent with a stronger 

foundation?   

Other Building Blocks: The Importance of Relationships 

Consider how one might construct a fortress out of building blocks— to ensure a 

solid structure, one would begin with a foundation, building upward and outward to erect 

a stronghold sturdy enough to withstand storms of all intensities.  Likewise, building 

relationships on the path to and within the position of the superintendency is incredibly 

important, as strong foundations and partnerships are essential to one’s success (Carter & 

Cunningham, 1997; Brunner, 2002).  Essentially, relationships are the core of experience: 

It is our connections with our parents, children, spouses, siblings, friends, and 

teachers that provide us with meaning and genuine learning. Reading, 'riting, 
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'rithmetic, and relationships are the foundations of effective education. Of course, 

education is much more than that in reality, but it is clear that healthy and 

productive relationships play a huge part. . . .(Witmer, 2005, p. 224) 

 

Shakeshaft (1987) likewise noted that communication and building relationships are 

inextricably linked facets of effective leadership, especially for female educational 

leaders (pp. 179-186).  With regard to building such professional comradeships in the 

superintendency, Armstrong and Rada (1989) asserted: 

Superintendents often seek expertise from others in order to handle job demands. 

The requirements placed upon superintendents are demanding and varied.  They 

fulfill job requirements through various means. . . .Understanding that they are 

somewhat isolated. . .and that they most often approach subordinates and board 

members with caution, superintendents turn to trusted colleagues for advice and 

moral support. (p. 2) 

 

In building these relationships, Cicchelli, Marcus, and Weiner (2002) suggested that 

possessing certain leadership skills, particularly with regard to promoting discourse, may 

positively impact one’s success in the superintendency.  They further explained that 

“dialogue among peers supports reflection, collaboration, and over time an 

interconnectedness” (p. 415).  Yet, knowing that one should build relationships is not 

enough.  It is important to consider the varying kinds of relationships one must cultivate; 

namely, one must identify and develop relationships across a broad spectrum of multi-

leveled stakeholders in the state superintendency.  

State superintendents are met each day by a plethora of social, economic, and 

political challenges, all of which require a level of grace and grit to overcome.  Not only 

must one cater to the needs of the state administration, but the state superintendent must 

also serve as a representative for the greater good of the state’s entire educational system, 

including every student, teacher, administrator, staff member, parent, and community 

member in every district of the state.  Cicchelli et al. (2002) suggested that, 
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“optimistically, these dynamics are encouraging to superintendents working together in 

their turbulent lives. . .” (p. 415), not only among themselves and members of one’s 

executive board, but also with other stakeholders and groups.  How, then, do these 

superintendents deal with the turbulence of the position? 

They key to success lies in relationships.  Whether working together in large, 

political-based groups or small, close-knit partnerships, the female superintendent must 

put forth a great deal of consideration and effort to build sustainable, meaningful 

relationships and partnerships on the path to and during one’s service in the state 

superintendency.  Understanding the importance of relationships—between and among 

others, as well as relationship with oneself—may lead to a better understanding of the 

female state superintendent.  One way to better understand relationships is through the 

Self-in-Relationship Interview (SIR) protocol.   

Developed by Harter and Monsour (1992) to evaluate differentiation of the self 

during adolescence, the Self-in-Relationship Interview (SIR) protocol was designed to 

actively engage participants in the creation and understanding of a self-diagrammed 

image.  In the original study, Harter and Monsour evaluated 64 adolescents (girls, n = 34; 

boys, n = 30), from middle (7
th

 grade students: girls, n = 14; boys, n = 10), junior-high 

(9
th

 grade students: girls, n = 10; boys, n = 10), and high (11
th

 grade students: girls, n = 

10; boys, n = 10) schools in the Denver, Colorado area to answer the following questions: 

 To what extent do role-specific self-descriptions (the self with parents, friends, 

and romantic others and the self in the classroom) become increasingly 

differentiated during adolescence?;  

 Do role-related attributes merely differ across these contexts, or do some 

attributes represent opposites that are judged incompatible?; and  

 If opposing attributes do emerge, do they produce an experience of intrapsychic 

conflict? Moreover, is such conflict accompanied by distress in the form of 

negative affective reactions or confusion (p. 251-252) 
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The researchers focused on a number of relational contexts, including self in relation to 

school, parents, romantic partners, and friends (p. 251).  They predicted that “one’s 

positive attributes would assume more importance, whereas one’s negative attributes 

would be relegated to the periphery of one’s self-portrait” (p. 252).  To answer their 

guiding research questions, they developed “a new procedure to test these hypotheses” (p. 

252).  They explained: 

Subjects were first asked to describe what they were like with parents, with 

friends, in the classroom, and in romantic relationships and to indicate whether 

each attribute was a positive or negative feature of the self. Subjects then created 

a picture of their personality by spatially arranging their self-descriptions within a 

large circle that had a core circle for the most important attributes, an adjacent 

concentric circle for less important attributes, and an outer ring for the least 

important aspects of the self. (p. 252) 

 

In reviewing the participant-created data, the researchers found that “although the 

developmental trajectory was similar for male subjects and female subjects, girls detected 

more contradictory self-attributes and reported more conflict than did boys at every grade 

level” (p. 259).  As their findings regarding gender differences were not initially 

hypothesized, the researchers turned to Carol Gilligan (1982), noted gender theorist, to 

arrive at the following conclusion: 

In extrapolating from these observations, it may well be that in an effort to 

maintain the multiple relationships that girls are developing during adolescence, 

and to create harmony among these necessarily differentiated roles, opposing 

attributes within the self become particularly salient as well as problematic. Boys, 

on the other hand, can move more facilely among their different roles and 

multiple selves if such roles are logically viewed as more independent of one 

another. Such an interpretation also assumes that for girls, the self is more likely 

to be defined in terms of relationships, and thus the relational network impinges 

more strongly on the self. (p. 259) 

 

Thus, gender may indeed play a role in defining one’s relationship to others, as well as 

defining one’s self.   
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Modifying the format to address specific relationships rather than contexts, 

Calverley, Fischer, and Ayoub (1994) utilized an adapted form of the Self-in-

Relationship Interview (SIR) protocol to evaluate self-representations of sexually abused 

adolescent girls.  Participants included 16 depressed, adolescent female inpatients of 

large psychiatric teaching hospital, ages 12 to 18, who suffered from affective disorders 

but were not classified as psychotic.  These adolescents were divided into two groups—

those with prolonged histories of sexual abuse and those with no known histories of 

sexual abuse.  Through self-classifications of the SIR, Calverley et al. focused their 

analysis on individual relationships with mother, father, best girlfriend, and romantic 

friend to gain a better understanding of each participant’s view of oneself (p. 197).  This 

differed from Harter and Monsour’s (1992) research, wherein broader contexts such as 

family, school, friends, etc. classified relationships.  In evaluating the participants’ self-

diagrams, the researchers noted “dramatic differences apparently related to sexual abuse” 

(p. 204).  They explained: 

Depressed adolescent girls with a history of childhood sexual abuse viewed 

negative self-descriptors as central to their self-concept, in contrast to nonsexually 

abused depressed girls, who fit the normative pattern of regarding negative self-

descriptions as peripheral to their self-concept and positive ones as central.  The 

sexually abused girls also produced many more negative self-descriptions than the 

nonabused girls. (pp. 204-205)  

 

Calverley et al.’s study was just one way the SIR has been adapted to evaluate the impact 

and importance of relationships; others have emerged to address diverse research 

questions in various fields.   

 Two studies in particular have utilized the SIR protocol to interview female 

educational leaders:  Simpson-Marcus (2012) and Jones (2013) conducted doctoral 

research regarding African-American female district superintendents using the SIR 
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protocol.  Both studies hinged on overarching research questions that sought to answer: 

“How do African-American women superintendents make meaning of their role and 

career paths?”      

Marcus-Simpson’s (2012) study focused on the stories of fourteen African 

American female district superintendents in Mid-Atlantic States.  The researcher first 

conducted semi-structured interviews to develop a greater understanding of African 

American women and the “strategic decisions they made as they moved into the 

superintendency, how their relationships inform[ed] or impact[ed] their move into the 

superintendency, and the impact race and gender identity impact[ed] those decisions” (p. 

125).  In coding responses to the semi-structured portion, Marcus-Simpson pinpointed 

seven themes tied to the strategic decisions that ultimately led participants to securing the 

superintendency: education as credibility, preparation, strategic career decisions, 

relationships, core principles, focus on children, and shifting (p. 129).  

Next, participants engaged in the SIR portion of the interview, wherein they were 

asked to consider their relationships with supervisors (board members), subordinates 

(cabinet), family, confidant or significant other, and alone; from this, participants 

generated five words to describe each respective relationship.  Then, participants were 

asked to attribute a positive, negative, or neutral value to each descriptor and 

subsequently organize them into “concentric circles, ranging from most important (center 

circle) to least important (outer circle).” (p. 154).  Lastly, participants were asked to 

review their responses to determine whether or not they believed the words and 

assignments they supplied appropriately represented who they are as both women and 

school leaders. 
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The researcher then analyzed SIR portions using hierarchical cluster analysis with 

clusters around three factors: relationships, valence, and core identity.  From this, the 

following were repeated across social relationships: supporter, lover, cooperative, 

organizer, giver, reflective, loving, planner, thinker, reader, and critical/guarded (p. 

154).  The SIR findings suggested that participants felt most positively about their 

relationships with their confidants and least positively about their relationships with 

themselves (p. 156) and their families (p. 157); however, regardless of the relationship’s 

positive or negative value, participants believed that all relationships held importance in 

their personal and professional lives (p. 158).  In addition, all participants noted 

respectful and careful relationships with their board members (p. 158) and positive 

relationships with subordinates (p. 159) and confidants (p. 161).  In classifying 

relationships with families, Marcus-Simpson noted that “many of the study participants 

had difficulty separating from their roles as school leaders when they are with their 

families” (p. 160).  The word reflective echoed throughout participants’ responses with 

regard to one’s relationship with one’s self, and other words to describe this relationship 

were assigned mixed values, like critical, anti-social, and organizer (p. 162).  

In review of the SIR findings, Marcus-Simpson asserted: 

Relationship building was a major component to how the superintendents in this 

study made meaning and constructed understanding of their career paths to the 

superintendency. Through relationship building the women in this study were able 

to affect change, improve their professional status, and improve their credibility. 

They made it a point to make connections with everyone they encountered in their 

leadership. (p. 164-165) 

 

Using the SIR protocol, thus, provided Marcus-Simpson with an in-depth evaluation of 

relationships as an important facet of African-American female district 

superintendencies.   
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Like Marcus-Simpson, Jones (2013) also focused on fourteen African-American 

female district superintendents in Mid-Atlantic States in an effort to determine how 

African-American females make meaning of their roles and career paths (p. 121).  First, 

participants were asked a series of phenomenological interview questions from which 

data analysis and reduction procedures uncovered six emerging themes and subthemes:  

preparation, leadership, core principles, relationships, positional strategies, and 

challenges (p. 122).  For the second portion, participants were asked to engage in the SIR 

interview, wherein participants provided five adjectives to describe how they perceived 

their relationships with their school board, subordinates or colleagues, family, confidant, 

and self (p. 123).  Participants then evaluated their responses and were asked to attribute 

a positive, negative, or mixed value to each supplied adjective.  In review of their 

descriptors and classifications, participants were then asked to evaluate the importance of 

each word—most, least, or somewhat important—by placing them on corresponding 

concentric circles.  Lastly, participants reflected on their illustrations to determine 

whether or not they believed their portrayals were accurate representations of who they 

are.      

Like Marcus-Simpson, Jones used hierarchical cluster analysis grouped according 

to relationships, valence, and importance; from this, the following words were repeated 

across social relationships: critical, cooperative, thinker, reader, loving, planner, 

organizer, reflective, silly, giver, supporter, and lover (p. 167).  Findings revealed that 

participants felt most positively about their relationships with their confidants and 

subordinates or colleagues and least positively about their relationships with themselves 

(p. 169). All participants echoed the importance of relationships with their school boards 
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(p. 171), their colleagues (p. 172), and their confidants (p. 173); however, as with 

Marcus-Simpson’s research, Jones’s participants struggled to distinguish between their 

work roles and family roles (p. 172).  Also, as with Marcus-Simpson’s research, Jones’s 

participants noted reflective as a descriptor of one’s relationship with one’s self (p. 174).   

From her research, Jones surmised: 

The women have developed positive relationships with themselves and those 

around them: the school board, subordinates or colleagues, family members, and 

confidants. They noted the importance of these relationships and described them 

as the core of their identity. These relationships are important in their professional 

and personal lives. (p. 175) 

 

Utilizing the SIR protocol, in addition to phenomenological interview questions, provided 

participants an opportunity to illustrate the importance of relationships to African-

American female district superintendents. 

Although Marcus-Simpson (2012) and Jones (2013) utilized the SIR protocol with 

female educational leaders, their participants were limited to district-level African-

American superintendents in Mid-Atlantic States.  For purposes of this research, the SIR 

offered an opportunity to gain a greater understanding of the perceptions, realities, and 

relationships of a different population of female superintendents: female state 

superintendents.    

Where We Are Now: Current Female State Superintendents 

 At this point in our journey, we—both reader and researcher—must pause and 

reflect on how far we have come in understanding the female state superintendency.  We 

have explored the history of the superintendency, a postmodern-feminist theoretical 

foundation, a conceptual framework consisting of perceptions, realities, and 

relationships—and yet, where are we now?  As previously mentioned, research and the 
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current literature regarding the female state superintendency is incredibly limited; 

however, in visiting individual states’ websites, one may determine how many females 

are currently serving as state superintendents.  At the time of this research, there were 18 

state superintendents—36%—who were female.  What are their stories?  How did they 

arrive in their respective positions?  What unique or shared paths have these leaders 

taken? This study sought to answer these questions.   

Summary of Chapter 

This literature review examined the historical foundations of the American 

superintendency and subsequently illustrated the female’s arduous journey to the top.  

Utilizing a postmodern-feminist theoretical foundation, the chapter then explored the role 

of gender in educational leadership.  A conceptual framework guided an analysis of the 

blended, interconnected facets of perception, reality, and relationship, while showcasing 

the plethora of challenges females face on the path to the superintendency.  Lastly, the 

chapter provided information regarding the female’s representation in current state 

superintendencies.    
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 

I doubted if I should ever come back. 

– From “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost 

Overview of Methodology 

Knowing what we now know, “how way leads on to way”—this chapter describes 

the methodology utilized in exploring the female’s journey to the state superintendency.  

Because existing research regarding the female state superintendency was incredibly 

limited, this study contributes to the available literature by providing a more 

encompassed understanding of these purposively selected female educational leaders at 

the state level.  To do so, I conducted an “interactive” qualitative study as described by 

Maxwell (2005), building upon a constructivist, Grounded Theory approach previously 

postulated by Lemasters and Roach (2010), and utilizing the Self-in-Relationship 

Interview (SIR) protocol.  

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of the study was to unearth shared experiences, challenges, and 

triumphs, if any, that females face on their respective paths to and in their respective 

services within the state superintendency.  Focusing on the blending and balancing of 

perceptions, reality, and relationships, this study thus sought to amplify the voices of 

these unique female educational leaders while closing a gap in the current available 

literature.   

Although research regarding women in educational administration has increased 

over the past several decades, particularly with regard to the district-superintendent level, 
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the following were unresolved questions that I wished to further explore regarding 

leadership challenges and/or triumphs females may have faced on the path to and in the 

service within their respective state superintendencies: 

1. What does it mean to be a state superintendent? 

o What does it mean to be a female state superintendent?   

2. What unique challenges, if any, do female superintendents face at the state level?  

3. How, if at all, do relationships impact a female superintendent’s ability to lead at 

the state level? 

4. How do female state superintendents arrive in their positions? 

Although the study does not specifically focus on age, race, or ethnicity, I recognized 

additional themes may emerge that stem from, or perhaps are separated from, gender.  

For the purposes of this study, however, I focused specifically on gender.   

Research Procedures 

To answer the guiding research questions, the task was two-fold.  In addition to 

securing participants whose experiences lend voice to a limited research population in the 

literature, I addressed a number of methodological considerations prior to conducting the 

study.  First, I identified my epistemological foundations and carefully choose a research 

design; then, I considered data collection and analysis methods.   

Epistemology 

Before conducting any study, a researcher must recognize inherent 

epistemological assumptions.  Epistemology “addresses the relationship between the 

researcher and that being studied as interrelated, not independent” (Creswell, 2007, 247).  

With regard to my epistemological assumptions, I recognize that I am both a woman and 
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an educational leader who has experienced the sting of gender inequalities; as such, my 

epistemological assumptions are shaped by prior experiences.  Likewise, as one who 

believes that individuals create meaning in their lives and work, and that through their 

unique and varied experiences, they grow to understand their surrounding world, I am a 

constructivist (Crotty, 1998; Creswell, 2009).  In my research, I thus believe that female 

state superintendents cultivate an understanding of their respective worlds through their 

lived experiences, and, subsequently, the perceptions, realities, and relationships they 

experience collectively shape their worldviews.  In juxtaposition with a Grounded Theory 

approach, which requires the researcher to “derive a general, abstract theory of a process, 

action, or interaction grounded in the views of the participants,” (Creswell, 2009, p. 13) I 

relied on participants’ views to inform my understanding of the female’s journey to the 

state superintendency.  Creswell (2009) explained: 

Constructivist grounded theory is a form of grounded theory squarely in the 

interpretive tradition of qualitative research.  As such, it is less structured than 

traditional approaches to grounded theory.  The constructivist approach 

incorporates the researcher’s views; uncovers experiences with embedded, hidden 

networks, situations, and relationships; and makes visible hierarchies of power, 

communication, and opportunity. (p. 238)  

 

Considering a conceptual framework of perceptions, realities, and relationships, as well 

as an interactive research design and use of the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) interview 

protocol, a constructivist grounded theory epistemology was appropriately suited for this 

research. 

 Because “any view is a view from some perspective, and therefore is shaped by 

the location (social and theoretical) and ‘lens’ of the observer,” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 39) 

one can not necessarily “control” for bias; however, it is vital to recognize the 

researcher’s place and thoughts within the research.  As such, I employed a number of 
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qualitative methods to address researcher subjectivity, including crafting an identity 

memo, which was introduced in Chapter 1, and writing several subjectivity memos, 

wherein I detailed my thoughts, feelings, and emotions with regard to my ongoing 

research.  

Research Design  

Maxwell (2005) asserted that designing a study requires more than simply 

borrowing a previously-strategized design and crossing one’s fingers in hopes that it is 

faithfully implemented. As such, qualitative research “does not begin from a 

predetermined starting point or proceed through a fixed sequence of steps, but involves 

interconnection and interaction among the different design components” (p. 3).  To 

illustrate his “interactive” model, Maxwell provided the illustration shown in Figure 4.   

 

Figure 4. Maxwell’s (2005) research design. This figure illustrates Maxwell’s (2005) 

“interactive” research design for qualitative studies. 

In addition to employing a Grounded Theory research strategy, utilizing an 

interconnected guide such as Maxwell’s provided an encompassed understanding of the 

female’s journey to the state superintendency. Likewise, Maxwell’s interactive design 
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allowed for a deeper exploration of the conceptual framework, wherein the female 

superintendent must blend and balance perceptions, realities, and relationships in order to 

effectively lead at the state level. 

Participant Selection 

 To promote a greater understanding of the female state superintendent and her 

respective challenges, triumphs, and experiences, participants were purposively selected 

according to the following criteria: 

 No more than 10 female state superintendents  

 Balance of current and former state superintendents, with former superintendents 

having served within the past ten years  

For research travel purposes, participants were selected from states east of the 

Mississippi.  From these participants, I was eager to discover shared and unique 

experiences pertaining to gender and the state superintendency.   

Methods of Data Collection 

In order to paint a metaphorical portrait of the “lived experiences” (Creswell, 

2007) of females in the state superintendency, I collected data through a two-tiered 

qualitative interviewing process.  First, through traditional, open-ended questions—which 

stemmed from my overarching research questions—I secured a general understanding of 

each participant.  The second, more in-depth data collection process employed the Self-

in-Relationship Interview (SIR) protocol, which required participants to actively engage 

in crafting a unified portrait of one’s self through relational descriptors.  See “Female 

State Superintendent Interview Protocol,” Appendix B, for both sets of interview 

questions. 
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Instrumentation 

 Through two-tiered qualitative interviewing, as described in the aforementioned 

section, I gained insight into the female’s journey to the state superintendency.  

Participants were initially contacted via telephone and/or email, depending on available 

information, with a subsequent email and/or letter to serve as a follow-up contact.  Upon 

agreement to the study, participants were provided with an information sheet that both 

detailed the nature of the study and affirmed participant confidentiality (see “Information 

Sheet,” Appendix A).  In addition, participants were asked to complete a demographic 

data sheet to gather demographical information about each participant (see “Female State 

Superintendent Data Sheet,” Appendix C).  This information was used to identify any 

demographical connections between superintendents, should any arise.  Both portions of 

interviews—opened-ended questions and the SIR—were audio-recorded and transcribed.  

Interviews were then coded according to three overarching, researcher-established priori 

codes that tied in directly with the conceptual framework: 

 Perceptions (self and societal) 

 Realties (duties/responsibilities of the superintendency)  

 Relationships (building/maintaining; importance) 

All other coding was inductive or in vivo codes developed in data analysis from 

participants’ unique responses.  For the SIR specifically, the collected data offered a 

tangible representation of each participant’s classifications from which I coded in 

juxtaposition with the other participants’ representations.  From this, I was able to 

identify convergent, divergent, and emergent themes from the participants’ two-part 

interviews.   
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Interview Protocol 

  In order to delve deep into the experiences of female state superintendents, I 

expanded upon open-ended, qualitative interviewing through the two-part Self-in-

Relationship Interview (SIR) protocol to collect data.  The SIR interview was originally 

designed by Harter and Monsour (1999) to better understand relationships among 

adolescents; however, the protocol has been used for a variety of research interests, 

including examining depression and developmental effects of childhood sexual trauma on 

depressed adolescent girls (Calverley, 1995; Calverley, Fischer, & Ayoub, 1994) and 

evaluating the role of relationships with regard to female educational and business leaders 

(Lemasters & Roach, 2010, Jones, 2013).  Recognizing the diverse value of participant 

input and self-examination, the SIR interview provided female state superintendents with 

an opportunity to actively assert one’s feelings and perceptions through a two-part 

protocol.   

The first part, which consisted of 12 questions, required participants to 

thoughtfully reflect on their experiences in the attainment of and service within the state 

superintendency.  The second portion required participants to engage in a five-part 

activity wherein they articulated, categorized, and analyzed five words to describe how 

they identify themselves in relation to one’s colleagues, family, state board of education, 

confidant and/or significant other, and self.  This articulation served as the first part; for 

the second, participants then categorized their generated words by positive, negative, or 

mixed connotations on a tangible representation of their relational experiences (see 

“Female State Superintendent Interview Protocol,” Appendix B). 
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Participants then placed their 25 generated words on a bulls-eye, on which words 

were further categorized by importance to the participants.  The remaining two parts 

offered participants an opportunity to answer open-ended questions in reflection of the 

bulls-eye creation; namely, participants were asked to reflect on what this categorization 

fundamentally means with regard to being a female in relationship to one’s self and 

others.  Collectively, the SIR interviews lasted from an hour to an hour and a half in 

length.  

Data Analysis Methods 

 Once data was collected, an in-depth analysis process began.  Data analysis plays 

an important role in attaining a more encompassed understanding of qualitative data 

(Creswell, 2007).  To analyze the data, I employed a multi-faceted analysis process: first, 

I analyzed responses provided during the open-ended question portion of the interview 

process, noting any complementary and/or emergent themes. Then, I analyzed the 

participant-crafted responses obtained via the SIR interview portion, likewise noting any 

complementary and/or emergent themes.  Member checking allowed participants to 

review copies of their respective transcripts to verify prior to coding.  To further 

triangulate the data, I consulted all data collected via field notes, journal entries, and 

research notes in order to reconsider initial epistemologies, revisit specific experiences, 

and attentively provide insight into my thoughts as a researcher.   

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

As leaders at the state level, female state superintendents may have perceived 

certain risks with regard to illumining the challenges of their very public, political 

positions as participants in the study.  To promote anonymity, both superintendents and 
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their respective states were assigned pseudonyms and remained anonymous.  All 

information provided was be stored on the researcher’s password-secured computer hard 

drives and/or locked securely in the researcher’s private home office.  This information 

was held confidentially and only reviewed by the researchers for the purpose of 

completing the study.   

As participants are current or former public state officials, this research qualified 

as an exempt study with Institutional Review Board (IRB).  Necessary paperwork was 

filed with IRB and exempt status was approved to ensure ethical care and consideration 

in conducting the study.   

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

Exploring the experiences of females’ respective journeys to the state 

superintendency may have be restrained due, in large part, to various political 

implications of divulging specific information.  Also, appointed or elected female state 

superintendents serve at the mercy of governors, boards of education, and the voting 

public whose wants, needs, and expectations are ever-changing.  Consequently, I sought 

to make contact and interview as many current and former female state superintendents 

as possible, who met the established criteria.  To further enhance the trustworthiness of 

the study, I fielded test the aforementioned opened-ended interview questions and multi-

leveled Self-in-Relationship Interview (SIR) protocol with a variety of educational 

stakeholders. As such, I obtained a better understanding of the protocol and of females’ 

shared and unique experiences from their respective responses and classifications prior to 

utilizing the protocol with female state superintendents.      
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Summary of Chapter 

 This chapter provided information regarding the methodology of the study.  After 

a general overview of methodology and research purpose and questions, a participant 

selection criterion was discussed.  Detailing methods of data collection, including 

traditional and Self-in-Relationship interviewing, the chapter then outlined the data 

analysis methods.  Lastly, the chapter provided information regarding the credibility and 

trustworthiness of the research. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

I shall be telling this with a sigh 

Somewhere ages and ages hence. . . 

– From “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost 

Overview of Results 

  In qualitative research, data analysis and interpretation often intertwine, making a 

clear-cut evaluation of the “results” difficult to disconnect from the foundational learning 

that takes place in such evaluation (Maxwell, 2005; Creswell, 2007). For this study in 

particular, one cannot separate the participants from the findings; namely, one must have 

an understanding of who these female state superintendents are before a researcher can 

evaluate their responses. Thus, this chapter begins with a review of data analysis 

procedures and guiding research questions, followed by a table of participant-provided 

demographical information as well as a brief snapshot of each participant’s journey to the 

state superintendency. Then, convergent, divergent, and emergent themes gathered in 

data collection will be explained to provide a foundation from which further 

interpretation will be built in Chapter 5.  As such, this chapter sheds light on the findings 

secured through the open-ended questions and tangible representations of participant-

created relationship classifications of the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) inventory.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Using Maxwell’s (2005) interactive design for qualitative research, this two-part 

study provided in-depth explorations of the female’s journey to and service within the 

state superintendency.  Data collected through open-ended questions and the Self-in-

Relationship (SIR) protocol helped to shed light on the guiding research questions: 
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1. What does it mean to be a state superintendent? 

o What does it mean to be a female state superintendent?   

2. What unique challenges and/or experiences, if any, do female superintendents 

face at the state level? 

3. How, if at all, do relationships impact a female superintendent’s ability to lead at 

the state level? 

4. How did female state superintendents arrive in their positions? 

Information attained in data collection provided rich answers to these guiding questions 

and allowed for a multi-faceted exploration of each female’s respective journey.  

Blending Maxwell’s (2005) and Creswell’s (2007) data analysis procedures, data 

interpretation hinged on the evaluation of researcher-transcribed interview transcripts and 

participant-created SIR bulls-eye diagrams. To do so, I first analyzed responses provided 

during the open-ended question portion of the interview process, noting any convergent, 

divergent, or emergent themes. Then, I analyzed the participant-crafted responses 

supplied through the SIR interview, likewise noting any convergent, divergent, or 

emergent themes. Upon completion, I returned each interview transcript to the participant 

for member checking prior to coding. Other than clarifying acronyms, participants did not 

identify any changes. Data revealed convergent themes of self and societal perceptions, 

the realities of the position, and the importance of building relationships. On the other 

hand, the data highlighted an important divergent theme of gender’s role in participants’ 

journeys to the state superintendency.  In addition, an emergent theme arose, wherein 

participants shared their experiences with navigating the political arena of the state 

superintendency.  Figure 5 details the coding journal used to classify respective themes. 
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Theme  Definition Code 

Self/Societal Perceptions The way in which the participant perceives herself 

as a female state superintendent OR the way in 

which the participant conceptualizes society’s view 

of her as a state superintendent 

P 

Realities of the Position The actual operations and/or expectations of a 

female state superintendent 

RP 

Building Relationships The importance of personal and professional bonds 

built in attainment of and service within the state 

superintendency 

BR 

Navigating Politics Addressing, overcoming, and/or recognizing the 

role of politics in the state superintendency 

NP 

Gender and the Journey The role gender has played OR continues to play in 

the attainment of and service within the state 

superintendency 

GJ 

Figure 5. Theme coding journal. This figure illustrates the researcher-assigned codes 

given to each theme during data analysis. 

 

Data analysis of the open-ended interview portion allowed me to gain an overall 

understanding of each female’s journey through three specific priori codes: self and 

societal perceptions, the realities of the position, and the importance of relationships.  An 

emergent in vivo code also impacted every participant: the nature of navigating politics, 

as did the divergent theme of gender and the journey.  Then, prior to identifying common 

and differing threads between and among the participant-created SIR representations, I 

explored participants’ own words regarding their unique classifications. Lastly, I revisited 



  

96 

preliminary field and research notes and journal entries to review initial epistemologies 

and reflect on my findings. This will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5.   

Overview of Participants and Interviews 

As described in Chapter 3, I began my research with a goal of securing a balance 

of current and former female state superintendents, geographically limited to east of the 

Mississippi, with no more than 10 female participants.  I quickly learned that it was much 

easier to contact current state superintendents, as their contact information is of public 

record and easily accessible via standard Internet searches; conversely, locating contact 

information for former state superintendents presented a problem, as most choose to go 

“off the radar” upon exiting the superintendency   I was able, however, to secure four 

current female state superintendents and three former female state superintendents for my 

research, all of whom served east of the Mississippi and within the past 10 years, meeting 

my established research criteria.   

Interviews were conducted between January 2013 and March 2013, with each 

participant completing both the open-ended and SIR portions in one sitting. For the four 

current state superintendents and one former state superintendent who recently rejoined 

her state agency in a consulting capacity, these interviews occurred at the respective state 

education departments in which they worked. For the remaining two former state 

superintendents, who visited the Washington, D.C. area regularly for policy and 

consultant work, interviews were conducted on the Foggy Bottom campus of The George 

Washington University.  Interviews lasted between 30 minutes and 1 and ½ hours. 

Prior to each interview, I asked participants to complete a brief demographical 

data sheet regarding marital status, number of children, age, whether appointed or elected 
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to the state superintendency, and the highest degree obtained.  Figure 6 outlines 

participant-provided demographical information and briefly provides insight into each 

respective superintendent’s journey to the position.  Pseudonyms have been assigned to 

maintain anonymity.   
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The Spectacular Seven: Current and Former Female State Superintendents   

Current Female State Superintendent 1: Jane   

Jane began her career in education as a business teacher. After moving to her 

current state and joining the department of education at an early age, she worked her way 

up through a number of leadership positions, starting as a chief consultant of business 

education. She then became an associate director for career-technical education, and then 

the director, which, due to downsizing, the work of the career-technical education (CTE) 

director and the instructional services director were combined into one position. She then 

became an assistant director for instructional services and CTE, ultimately serving as the 

head of all curriculum and instruction in the state education department.   

During this time, Jane wrote textbooks and served in leadership positions for a 

number of national professional organizations, experiences to which she attributed her 

lasting success in the field. When the state superintendent announced that he would not 

seek reelection, Jane decided to wait for a new superintendent to be announced so that 

she might retire.  Her friends and colleagues urged her to run for state superintendent—a 

thought that had not even crossed her mind.  She decided to follow her colleagues’ advice 

and run for the state superintendency, although she quickly discovered that this would be 

much easier said than done.       

In Jane’s state, anyone can run for state superintendent, providing he or she has 

enough money and political backing.  In a tight race with three other individuals, Jane 

found herself relying on a grassroots campaign.  One of her opponents, a female, soon 

backed out of the campaign, leaving Jane up against a heavy-handed, wealthy gentleman. 

When she won, her opponent did not take defeat well. He filed a lawsuit indicating voting 
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irregularities and demanded a recount.  Because of the impending court case, Jane missed 

out on her inauguration date; thus, she had to wait for the issues to be resolved before 

officially taking office. Through a series of flip-flopping between the State Superior 

Court and the State Supreme Court, an anomaly in the state code revealed that there was 

no real law regarding contested elections. So, in order to proceed, the General Assembly 

had to draft a bill, secure U.S. Department of Education approval, and move through the 

process before eventually voting to swear in Jane as the new superintendent.  Jane finally 

took office in August—she should have take office in January—and began what would 

be a rewarding, yet challenging experience as the first female state superintendent in her 

state.  

Current Female State Superintendent 2: Donna 

 Donna’s journey to the state superintendency was a bit different.  Donna began as 

an elementary teacher in an urban education environment. Although she never intended 

to leave the classroom, as she adored her role as an elementary teacher, a series of events 

in her life lead to her serving in educational leadership positions in governmental 

agencies early in her career.   

She began working with a number of federal education programs, ultimately 

running a troubled, disconnected educational office that would grow to become a state 

education agency. Recognizing her strong work ethic and ability to repair ineffective 

policies and promote best practices, state political leaders appointed Donna as the first 

state superintendent of education to oversee the newly-developed agency.  She (and, as 

she pointed out, her leadership team) essentially built the agency from the ground-up into 

a functional, effective educational organization. She found success and continued to serve 



  

100 

in that capacity for several years, not knowing what the future might hold for her just 

around the corner. 

 One day, she received a phone call from the chair of another state’s 

superintendent of education search committee.  Surprised and unsure of relocating to the 

new area, Donna initially declined, hoping to begin a full-time doctoral program instead.  

After further discussion, Donna decided to at least tour the area, meet with key players in 

the department, and try to get a feel for the culture of the agency before making a final 

decision.  After only a few hours in the city and with the department, Donna knew it was 

the right fit for her.  She decided to accept the search committee’s offer to be entered into 

the pool of potential state superintendents, and, after narrowing the field, the full-board 

interviewed Donna and voted to appoint her as the first female superintendent of the 

state. This began a new chapter in her journey, one of challenges and triumphs, in a new 

state superintendency.    

Current Female State Superintendent 3: Sally 

  Unlike Jane and Donna, Sally took a more hierarchical route to the state 

superintendency. Beginning her career as a middle- and high-school English teacher, 

Sally moved through a number of educational leadership positions at the district level, 

including middle- and high-school principal and assistant superintendent, as well as 

superintendent of two large, leading school districts in the nation.    

In her service as district superintendent, Sally felt the sting of disappointment, 

inheriting a district faced with deep cuts and budgetary constraints. Surmounting debt, 

staff reductions, and unfulfilled contracts collectively contributed to Sally’s list of tough 

decisions; however, in her first year as superintendent, she began to turn around her 
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district and impact positive change in both culture and climate.  Her creative approach to 

educational leadership helped her to gain recognition from several key players across the 

state.   

  From the district superintendency, Sally secured a position as Secretary of 

Education.  Possessing a competitive nature, Sally pushed to achieve high educational 

ratings similar to that of her present state. She and the former state superintendent, also a 

female, cultivated a strong working relationship that ultimately enabled Sally to interview 

and secure appointment for her present superintendency.    

Current Female State Superintendent 4: Linda 

Rather than moving through the hierarchical ranks of teacher, assistant principal, 

principal, and local district superintendent, Linda’s journey to the state superintendency 

followed a direct agency-ladder path within the state department of education beginning 

early in her career.   

After teaching mathematics for ten years, Linda began what would become a 

career-long relationship with her state’s department of education. Literally following in 

the footsteps of a driven female mentor, Linda quickly advanced through the ranks of the 

state department of education, securing each position vacated by her predecessor.   

Linda began her career within the department as a mathematics supervisor; next 

she took on a position as an associate director and then the director of the office of 

secondary instruction.  From there, she became the assistant superintendent for 

instruction, then the deputy superintendent, and then the chief deputy superintendent. 

Finally, she arrived to the acting superintendent position, from which she was ultimately 

appointed to state superintendency.   
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Former Female State Superintendent 1: Margaret  

 Like Linda, Margaret began her career as a mathematics major in college.  Rather 

than going directly into education, Margaret went directly to law school and became an 

attorney instead.  After taking a few years off to have children, she went back into 

practicing law. At various points in her career, she taught courses as a substitute, 

summer-school teacher, and collegiate-level instructor of mathematics; however, she did 

not have a desire to serve in school administration.   

Despite this, Margaret always had a passion for policy work, especially as her 

children grew and became a part of the state educational system.  She became vocal in 

various education organizations; this led to her being noticed by a would-be governor 

prior to his running for office. Although he didn’t win his first election, he came to office 

after a second run and brought Margaret with him to serve as special counsel for 

education.  Advising on issues pertinent to education such as testing, standards, quality, 

and school culture, Margaret spent a considerable amount of time with the governor and 

before the general public.   

When the governor resigned, Margaret was asked to stay on by various interim 

leaders; then, recognized for her deep knowledge of policy and practice, the incoming 

governor asked her to move to the state department of education to take over as the state 

superintendent. Although she felt apprehensive about taking on the position, noting that 

she had not served as a school administrator or district-level superintendent, the governor 

confidently appointed Margaret to the state superintendency, noting her policy 

background as a strong foundation from which her leadership as a state superintendent 

would undoubtedly build.   
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Former Female State Superintendent 2: Christine 

 Christine’s journey to the superintendency was likewise unique.  After serving as 

a teacher, local administrator and district superintendent, Christine was tapped by two 

separate governors—one a Republican and one a Democrat— for two separate campaigns 

to potentially serve as state superintendent of education.   

When running for governor, a Republican candidate first approached Christine to 

inquire of her interest in and willingness to take on the state superintendency; however, 

the candidate did not secure election and thus Christine did not advance to the 

superintendency.  Later, a representative for a Democratic candidate, also running for 

office, approached her for the same position; this time, the candidate won the election. 

The governor formed a committee of five or six individuals to initially screen the 

candidates. The committee invited twelve candidates for a first round of interviews, from 

which they narrowed to three finalists, which included Christine, who met with the 

governor’s chief of staff. The decision came down to Christine and one other individual 

who had actually been very involved in the governor’s political campaign.  

After a 45 minute telephone conversation regarding running-point political issues, 

Christine’s forward, honest assessment of current educational policy and practice 

ultimately secured her appointment as state superintendent.  After taking office, she 

served her state with grit and grace for over seven years.  

Former Female State Superintendent 3: Esther  

  Esther’s journey initially took a more academic route. After teaching high-school 

social studies and finishing her doctorate, Esther began teaching at the collegiate level.  

For 14 years, she taught at one of the country’s most prestigious institutions, serving in 
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various capacities such as research appointee and department chair; then, one night at a 

political function, Esther met a gentleman running for a major political office who 

encouraged her to become more involved in state education.  After serving in several 

policy positions, Esther ultimately secured a position as an associate superintendent.  

 Unfortunately, Esther struggled with gubernatorial transitions.  Moving from one 

department to another, she found herself working for a new governor and new state 

superintendent of education under whom she felt the first sting of bullying from male 

superiors. Eager to make a transition, Esther sought out a deputy state superintendent 

position in a different state; however, she was not happy in that position either and 

struggled to find common ground with a number of key stakeholders. A friend 

recommended that she look elsewhere, and that brought her to a new state and finally to 

the state superintendency.   

 Serving in the state superintendency for 10 years, Esther attempted to promote 

positive change in a volatile climate. Amidst budget issues, staff restructuring, and other 

political issues, Esther struggled to maintain momentum at the end of her 

superintendency. Dissatisfied, the governor and state board of education publicly 

embarrassed Esther and ultimately pushed her out; this, in turn, caused Esther to seek 

employment elsewhere.  After serving as an educational consultant and, for a short time, 

in public broadcasting in a different state, she eventually returned to the state education 

department in her current state to serve as a policy consultant.    

Threads that Weave the Stories: Convergent, Emergent, and Divergent Themes 

In examining the female’s journey to the state superintendency, one finds 

winding, unique paths that vary from person-to-person and state-to-state. Through careful 
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evaluation of the diverse and shared experiences of these educational leaders, one’s eyes 

open to a number of challenges and triumphs that hinge on themes such as self and 

societal perceptions, the realities of the position, and the importance of relationships.  

Themes not previously identified, such as navigating politics and gender and the journey, 

also emerged to create a holistic image of the female’s path to and service within the state 

superintendency.   

Shared Experiences: Convergent Themes 

As I listened to participants share their stories, I began to notice a number of 

convergent themes among their experiences.  These themes hinged on three specific 

researcher-established priori codes: self and societal perceptions, the realities of the 

position, and the importance of relationships. 

Self and Societal Perceptions 

Regardless of demographic label, state of service, or whether appointed or 

elected, each of the participants detailed restraints along their journeys due to conflicting 

self and societal perceptions.  Reflective of the current available literature, most 

participants suggested that the public perceives them as incapable, wishy-washy, or 

emotional; this is contrary to their self-perceptions as capable, steadfast, and grounded 

professionals (Shakeshaft, 1987; Mahitivanichcha & Rorrer, 2006; Tallerico, 2000; Dana 

& Bourisaw, 2006; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). 

As the only elected participant, Jane noted that self and societal perceptions 

served as looming obstacles in her run for and service within the state superintendency.  

First, she suggested that her naiveté hindered her initial groundwork in that she 

underestimated the amount of time, money, and political backing necessary to even begin 
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a political run for the state superintendency.  Then, as previously noted, the strain of the 

election process and the various lawsuits spawned from a seemingly vindictive male 

opponent initially took a toll on her stamina.  Yet in the face of chaos, Jane found 

strength; namely, she clung to her beliefs, values, and unblemished work ethic to ground 

her in tumultuous times.  Once in the superintendency, however, she found that societal 

perceptions continued to impact her in a number of ways. When asked what she thinks it 

means to be a female in education, Jane asserted: 

One, it means that younger people trust you more than they would a male.   

Second, it means that with staff, that you have to prove (sic) yourself as a leader 

before you’re trusted, in comparison to men, who are trusted before they prove 

themselves.  And that is a difference that I have seen in almost every leadership 

role I have had.  The other is, that sometimes people expect leaders to act in a 

certain way, based on male norms.  And therefore a female has to walk, to me, a 

tighter rope, in that arena. For example, you want your leader to be flexible. But 

sometimes women are seen as, ‘Well, she changes her mind everyday.’ Whereas a 

guy would think, ‘Oh, well he is flexible.’ Or, ‘It takes forever for her to make a 

decision.’ Whereas a man would be viewed, ‘Well, he is weighing all of his 

options, and he’s being very deliberate.’ So the adjectives and the conversation 

around women who are leaders versus men who are leaders: the words are 

different when you listen to the water-cooler talk. (personal communication, 

January 4, 2013) 

 

Jane learned to overcome these societal perceptions by being proactive; first, she 

acknowledged the existence of such prejudices; then, she worked to earn trust, 

demonstrate effective leadership, and promote an open, honest relationship with her staff, 

her board, and her constituents.  Doing so has served her well throughout her eight years 

of service. 

 Yet, self perceptions often play a more front-line position in one’s leadership and, 

for Jane especially, she sought help from a close friend to keep her naiveté in check.  For 

instance, Jane noted that she often takes people as they come, so to speak, and essentially 

perceives all people to be good, even if they are “scoundrels.”  She has had to learn to be 
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more skeptical in the state superintendency; likewise, she has learned to be more “suspect 

of hidden agendas, whereas [she] would just take someone’s conversation as face-value.”  

 Unlike Jane, Donna suggested that self and societal perceptions never hindered 

her ability to lead effectively in the state superintendency; however, she did acknowledge 

their unwanted, often annoying presence in her day-to-day activities.  For instance, 

Donna suggested that society often perceives her age and chic dress as signs of weakness, 

indicating that she often feels she is viewed as a “caricature. . .that other people paint.”   

She discussed a time when a more seasoned male colleague publically disagreed with her 

on an issue by citing his age and wisdom as expertise—that “he was old enough to be her 

grandfather”—which essentially belittled her scholarly commentary.  In fact, she noted: 

. . . I was totally comfortable with him disagreeing with me, but the whole, ‘I’m 

old enough to be your grandfather?!’ So, I’m in a room with two governors who 

are probably younger than I am, one state chief that’s about 10 years younger than 

I am.  The three of them were male. And I thought to myself, ‘He wouldn’t have 

said that to the other three people.’ I was so mad because it was so patronizing 

and I thought, ‘I can’t believe I’m still having, you know, to listen to this kind of 

bullshit.’ And, you know, he could have made his point, he could have disagreed 

with me, without having to put me in my woman place, you know? (personal 

communication, January 12, 2013)  

 

Rather than addressing such comments, as she suggested they are rare, she instead 

maintained a level of professionalism and turned the proverbial cheek.  In dealing with 

those perceptions, Donna’s advice to those aspiring to the state superintendency was 

“don’t react: just deal with it” (personal communication, January 12, 2013).   

 With regard to self perceptions, Donna suggested that she always tries to stay 

centered—“personally, emotionally, [and] spiritually around what it is that [she’s] trying 

to accomplish”—rather than questioning any perceived shortcomings or oversights 

(personal communication, January 12, 2013).  This, however, was not always the case. 
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Donna mentioned that she used to struggle with processing her emotions and would often 

cry, privately, in response to anger or stress.  She noted that crying is perceived as both 

self and societal weakness; as such, she learned to manage her emotions more effectively.   

Donna also commented on the nature of power and how often people are absorbed 

by the idea of celebrity as state superintendents, noting: 

It would be so easy to sort of be seduced by this, you know, this kind of crazy-

local-celebrity thing, and to kind of get caught up in that. . .and so, it takes 

intentional effort to not get overwhelmed by that part of it. . . .It’s about just 

constantly pulling myself back to that center: ‘it’s not about me, it’s not about me, 

it’s not about me. . .’ (personal communication, January 12, 2013) 

 

This ties directly to both self and societal perceptions, as society perceives state 

superintendents to be celebrities and state superintendents perceive themselves to be, at 

times, larger-than-life figures as well.  One must, as Donna advised, find the balance 

between perception and reality without losing sight of one’s self.    

 Sally, unlike her state-superintendent counterparts, provided unique and personal 

commentary regarding the perceptions of race and gender in the state superintendency.  

She highlighted the profundity of self and societal perceptions with regard to gender, 

rather than race as an overarching obstacle: 

When some people look at me, they’re like, ‘Well, you’re the first [undisclosed 

race]’. . .and I’m telling you, being a female is far more profound than race. You 

know, it could be twice challenging, but I think being a female—I just think that, 

because people—one really has to challenge, him—herself to kind of mix it up, to 

get in the mix. Because I do believe while people certainly respect me, I am a girl. 

(personal communication, February 12, 2013)  

 

Then, like Jane, Sally also commented on the ever-conflicting societal perceptions of 

gender expectations, noting: 

And so, when we’re talking sometimes among a lot of men who’ve had powerful 

positions for a long time, having my voice heard is a challenge. And I have to be 

careful about how I do that, because, you know, men are aggressive; women are 
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pushy. You know, men are thoughtful and women are pensive, you know, or 

wavering. . . . (personal communication, February 12, 2013)  

 

Yet, for Sally, self and societal perceptions impact her leadership in the state 

superintendency as well as her personal life.  She noted, for instance: 

I am a single female, so I am pretty private. I think, when one is a kind of a state-

wide figure, how one comports herself, as a female, is important. My grandmother 

used to say, ‘You can’t go out on a date with a different person every week in 

public and people see you having this kind of fun, loose, and fancy-free life.’ 

(personal communication, February 12, 2013)  

 

This anecdote demonstrates the idea that the state superintendent, as a single female, has 

to consider how the public will perceive her private actions just as much as she would 

consider how she would approach the public in an educational address.   

 Likewise, Linda suggested that self and societal perceptions constantly impact 

one’s professional and personal life.  With regard to the attaining the superintendency, 

she asserted that females “have the drive, the desire, and the motivation that some males 

don’t have. Because we were always seen as the understudies, we have had to get outside 

our comfort zone. We’ve had to break the ceiling, if you will” (personal communication, 

February 15, 2013). But as the only participant who has built her career within the 

agency, Linda commented that societal perceptions regarding her pathway are often 

negatively-charged.  She explained: 

When your career is within an agency, you get stereotyped as a bureaucrat. You 

get stereotyped as part of the establishment, and ‘establishment’ is always used in 

a negative manner, so I think, probably, if anything, perhaps, I have surprised 

some folks with a few innovative ideas. Because most people—the public really 

doesn’t expect the ‘establishment’—the bureaucracy to really be forthcoming 

with innovative ideas or willing to change policies from the past. But I’ve actually 

put forth some innovative initiatives and have challenged policies that were 

established by former administrations and even administrations that I worked with 

to establish the policies. So I think probably being tagged as part of ‘the 

establishment’ has been a handicap.  (personal communication, February 15, 

2013) 



  

110 

Overcoming societal perceptions of governmental bureaucracy is one challenge Linda has 

faced in her superintendency.  Another hinges on the duality of her position: due to 

budget constraints, she has had to operate without the luxury of an assistant or deputy 

superintendent.  As such, when asked what challenges she has faced being a female in the 

state superintendency, Linda quickly replied, “The assumption that I can do two jobs, to 

be quite blunt. No male would be in this position doing what I am doing” (personal 

communication, February 15, 2013).  She added: 

But see, females have always felt that we have had to overachieve to get to the 

same level as the male. So, it’s that overachieving spirit—that drive for success—

that really makes us think we have to take on two jobs! (personal communication, 

February 15, 2013) 

 

This observation goes to the heart of self and societal perceptions in that both the 

participant and the public perceive success as differentiated by gender.   

With regard to one’s personal life, Linda suggested that public servants, like state 

superintendents, have to be very mindful of their words and actions.  As such, both self 

and societal perceptions negate one’s ability to enjoy a private life. She noted: 

That means that, when you go to the grocery store, you’d like to go in the clothes 

that you wear to cut grass—you just don’t. And even in the neighborhood, your 

neighbors know what position you hold. You can never separate yourself. And 

even with friends, you can’t have those casual conversations with friends who are 

educators. Because, even though they want to protect your privacy, they can 

accidentally pass along information. So, you really don’t have a private life. Even 

in your private life, you have to always be thinking of what you’re saying, and it 

becomes difficult to have friends, quite honestly. (personal communication, 

February 15, 2013) 

 

As with other participants, Linda’s acknowledgement of and attention to self and societal 

perceptions impacts her day-to-day operation within the state superintendency and in her 

personal life. 
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 Margaret, on the other hand, indicated very few issues concerning self and 

societal perceptions. In fact, the only comment she made regarding perceptions centered 

on the how she conceptualized the importance and impact of her work as state 

superintendent: 

I saw children, who I was chosen to work on behalf of, as really my children. . . 

and I think that being a mother shaped part of that.  I mean, frankly, a lot of what I 

thought about many things changed after I was a mother for the first time. When 

you have a child that you’re responsible for, you know, even with a husband, 

when you’re collectively responsible for that child, you change your views on a 

lot of things. And so I think that some of this is shaped by that and some of this is 

shaped by the fact that I’m a female. (personal communication, February 11, 

2013) 

 

Margaret’s self perceptions shaped the way in which she operated within the state 

superintendency in a motherly, personal way.   

 Christine also commented on the power of perceptions, both in her journey to and 

service within the state superintendency.  Looking back on her pathway, Christine noted 

that many of her greatest struggles hinged on securing the district-level leadership 

positions. At one point, she was denied a principal position, even though she was the top 

candidate, because she was pregnant.  She explained: 

I interviewed for my first principal’s job when I was eight months pregnant. And 

this will surprise you. I was the top candidate. I did not get the job, because the 

deputy superintendent, who was a female, recommended I not get the job because 

I was pregnant. So, I had to make a big decision, at that point: did I just move on? 

Did I make an issue of it? Because I couldn’t believe she was honest and she told 

me, ‘You can’t do this job. You’re going to have a baby.’ So, I did nothing. I 

stayed in the district, came back, I was an assistant principal. They hired someone 

within the district who took over that position. And, I worked alongside as an 

assistant principal, I did all my stuff, I did all the things, and ten years later, she 

came back to me, and she goes, ‘That was the wrong thing for me to have done.’ 

But, you know, I made a choice: did I make a big issue of it? I then would be 

labeled for doing that and you know, I was having another child, so, it may have 
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all been for the best, and I did not make a big to-do about it. But so, it’s been an 

interesting journey. . . .That glass ceiling is absolutely there for women, at least 

it’s been, in my generation. It’s been much, much harder to break in.  (personal 

communication, March 10, 2013) 

 

Conflicting perceptions of gender, particularly with regard to pregnant women in 

leadership positions, initially held back Christine at the beginning of her leadership 

pathway.   

However, years later, Christine still experienced the judgment of societal 

perceptions, this time in the state superintendency:  

The movers and shakers? It was the women. We were the innovators and we got 

things done. And so, it was hard because very often when you interviewed with 

boards, they were predominately men and there had been very few female 

superintendents in our state. I was the only second female commissioner, and 

[women were] constantly having to prove (sic) what we were able to do. (personal 

communication, March 10, 2013) 

 

She went on to suggest that females in the state education department, including herself 

as state superintendent, often worked harder to demonstrate their worth, noting that 

females did not leave the office if a task was not finished or that they came back into the 

office on the weekends if needed. She asserted that she did not always witness male 

counterparts doing that putting forth the same effort.  Christine emphasized that the 

public perception, however, was that males seemed to work harder.       

  For Esther, self and societal perceptions served as major obstacles in her service 

within the state superintendency.  Beginning with her pathway to the position, Esther felt 

the sting of gender judgment; for instance, a colleague told her she was “the wrong 

genetic make-up” for the superintendency. Then, in an interview for the position, 

someone asked her about her age and whether or not she “had a facelift” because she 

looked good for her age.  Appearances, it would seem, are an often unspoken component 
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of serving in public office.  In fact, when asked whether or not she has ever had to shift 

her personality or character traits as a female in the state superintendency, Esther 

commented on specific gender-appearance issues, noting: 

No. And I was very conscious of that. I noticed that women who were a bit older 

than me, in their generation, tried to mimic some of the characteristics of the 

‘good ol’ boys’—even in terms of how they dressed. And I just wouldn’t do that, 

you know? I dress femininely. In fact, I remember my boss saying, ‘Stop wearing 

so much jewelry.’ You know? Or, ‘Don’t wear bright colors.’ And I said, 

‘Bullshit!’ You know?  (personal communication, March 13, 2013) 

Not allowing societal perceptions of gender and dress to impact her leadership, Esther 

continued to march to the beat of her own drum and hold fast to her femininity.    

 As a lifelong scholar, however, Esther experienced flawed societal perceptions 

that labeled her as an “academic” rather than a leader.  In fact, her governor, in his public 

State of the State address, embarrassed Esther by saying, “She’s not a leader, she’s not an 

advocate, she’s not a manager, but she’s an academic, a psychometrician, and a 

statistician” (personal communication, March 13, 2013).  The societal perception, even 

among her governor and her colleagues, was that she was too engaged in education itself 

and less so in bureaucracy.  However, Esther asserted: 

I think females tend to be more perceptive, tend to care more about people’s 

feelings, care more about what other people are thinking, I think are more 

pragmatic, and try to get things done, you know? I think there should be more 

female leaders in the world. (personal communication, March 13, 2013) 

 

Thus despite negative societal perceptions, Esther strived to maintain a positive self 

perception of the work and her role in it.  

 In evaluation of these females’ shared experiences, one may indeed notice the 

convergent theme of perception; namely, self and societal perceptions greatly impact 

one’s day-to-day activities in the state superintendency as well as one’s personal life.  
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The Realities of the Position 

 Self and societal perceptions shed light on another convergent theme: realities of 

serving in the state superintendency.  Each participant commented on the responsibilities, 

interactions, and expectations of the state superintendency that ultimately guide or guided 

their respective daily operations in the position. 

 As state superintendent, Jane mentioned that marketing public education, securing 

and distributing resources, and corralling the educational community to address top 

priorities are a few of the most demanding realities of the position.  With regard to 

marketing education, she noted that doing so is most difficult with individuals and 

families, who do not or no longer have students in K-12 education.  Without effective 

marketing, securing and distributing resources becomes a challenge as both hinge on 

budget and availability.  Likewise, in corralling the educational community, one has to 

address and often appease various agendas to ensure top priorities are met.  This ties into 

politics, and, as previously noted, various political forces both drove Jane’s journey to 

and constantly presents obstacles in the state superintendency as major realities of the 

position. The theme of navigating politics is discussed in greater detail later in the 

chapter.     

 Donna, on the other hand, suggested that being visible, approachable, and positive 

as state superintendent, addressing ongoing performance management, and building a 

more effective agency.  First, Donna noted the importance of being “out there” and 

promoting a positive spirit:       

I’m still constantly out in the state: meeting with families, meeting with teachers, 

meeting with students, meeting with business leaders, community leaders, our 

elected officials, and others and just constantly communicating a consistent 

message about where we’re going together as a state. And one of the things that I 
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say all the time is that our goal is to have the best public schools in America. And, 

yeah, you know, that’s pretty lofty, because right now we’re about in the middle, 

but it’s not out of reach, and so I rally people in the state to believe that that’s 

possible and to have that same shared commitment to us actually getting there. 

(personal communication, January 12, 2013) 

 

To reach those “lofty” goals, Donna has chosen to focus on performance management.  

She indicated that there had been no real evaluation of the state superintendent, the staff, 

or the agency in years. She worked to overhaul the teacher-, administrator-, and staff-

evaluation protocols, in an effort to provide meaningful feedback and promote a more 

effective working environment in all educational institutions across the state.  As such, 

she constantly works to build a more efficiently-run agency to serve the districts and 

schools for which it operates.  

 New to her position, Sally indicated the present realities of her superintendency 

hinge on dealing with push-back from change and overcoming insular coalitions.  In 

taking on the superintendency, Sally was immediately confronted with a host of major 

changes for which she faced considerable push-back. She explained: 

As I became more acclimated to the culture I said, ‘Tell me about this push-back.’ 

And they said, ‘Well, let’s give some history. When we brought in the high-

school assessments, it took us ten years to do it.’ You know, I’m a person of 

action, so it’s like, ‘But wait a minute: this is what we said we’re going to do.’ 

‘Why are we doing it?’ I don’t understand that. So, I’m going to have to reconcile 

that. This kind of change process may churn a little more slowly than I ever 

imagined it would. (personal communication, February 12, 2013) 

 

Wanting to make progressive change, Sally noted that, in reality, she must recognize and 

address push-back in an effort to move forward as an effective leader in the 

superintendency.  Likewise, she indicated that insular coalitions are often change-

prohibitive.  She noted: 

I have mountains to climb. I mean, it’s a really progressive state, but it’s insular. I 

mean, people know people. I think one could really find that about any state, no 
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matter how big—the core of the leadership really is a club, actually. I mean, 

people know each other. (personal communication, February 12, 2013) 

 

As with push-back, Sally also recognized and addressed insular coalitions in an effort to 

promote change.  This, too, will be further discussed in the following section regarding 

relationships.  

 For Linda, budgetary issues stemming from the economy and serving in dual 

positions with shrinking administrative support services frame the realities of the 

position.  Dealing with a poor economy in recession, Linda was forced to cut staff, 

consolidate responsibilities, and move initiatives to the back-burner.  She explained: 

Well, the biggest challenge I have faced is the economy. You have to understand 

that we were thriving before I came into the superintendency.  See, when I was 

deputy and assistant superintendent, we had money for initiatives [and] we were 

growing in the agency. . . .but when the recession hit in [undisclosed year], that’s 

when I took office.  So, immediately I had to lay off 40 people. Those are the 

people that I hired; they’re people that I had worked with over the years. So, one 

of the biggest challenges I’ve faced is having to fire those people that I hired—

people doing great work—but we just didn’t have money to pay for them. We 

haven’t recovered from the recession, so, you know, I am down 60 people right 

now in the agency. Down 60 people is 20% of my agency, and I’ve never have 

been able to hire back [many of the positions I vacated]. (personal 

communication, February 15, 2013) 

Closely linked, Linda suggested another negative reality of the position branches from 

the poor economy; namely, in consolidating positions, she essentially placed the duties of 

several administrative support personnel on herself.  She asserted: 

So, you know, each time that I assumed another position, we were always able to 

fill the position I vacated. Just like when [the former superintendent] moved into 

another position, I took hers. But, it stopped in [undisclosed year]. I was never 

able to hire a chief deputy. I’ve expanded the roles and responsibilities of my 

existing executive team, and I took my assistant superintendent for finance, and I 

expanded his role into being the deputy for finance and operations, but it’s not the 

deputy for the overall agency. I don’t have anyone that is doing the work that I 

did as chief deputy. So, one of the challenges I face is being chief state school 
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officer and chief deputy at the same time. (personal communication, February 15, 

2013) 

 

Taking on the state superintendency during a tumultuous recession jolted Linda into the 

economic realities and hardships of the position.     

 Margaret, Christine, and Esther shared complementary realities: each suggested 

that state standards and testing, never-ending policy work, and funding formulas were the 

day-to-day driving forces of their superintendencies.  First, for Margaret, her knowledge 

of policy work and the ability to address these overarching issues ultimately led her to the 

state superintendency and the realities she faced once appointed. She explained: 

[The] governor called me in and said, you know, ‘I want you to go over to the 

department and take over the helm at the DOE.’ And I said, ‘I can’t do that!’ I’d 

never been a school superintendent. I’d been a teacher, but I’d never been a 

superintendent.  And I said, ‘I—I can’t do that! I’m not, you know, I’m not 

skilled, I don’t have the—’ and he says, ‘You know about policy, you know 

what’s not getting done over there that needs to be done.’ Because there were 

things that were [not working]: trying to move a database, and they were kind of 

reluctant to really kick-start that, there’d been work on a school-funding formula, 

and that sort of had gotten, you know, shelved, and he wanted us to pursue that, 

and there were lots of concerns that our tests were not closely enough aligned to 

the state. He says, ‘I want you to go over there. . .you’re the only person who can 

go over there and address these three things.’ He said, ‘I just want you to go over 

there and, you know, take control and get these things back on track.’ So I did. I 

mean, I eventually did. (personal communication, February 11, 2013) 

For Margaret, possessing a deep understanding of policy and law aided in securing her 

appointment; then, taking charge of issues with standards and testing and aligning 

budgets to achieve those standards helped her to be successful in the superintendency. 

Christine, on the other hand, took the helm following a state superintendent who 

spent a great deal of time working with standards and funding; as such, she was able to 

continue with progressive policy work in her position.  She commented: 



  

118 

The state board had been working very hard on creating a new funding 

mechanism for schools [for] our state’s standards. One of the things that the state 

board had undertaken, required by the legislature, were lots and lots of research 

that we did with the university [to determine] what did you need to fund and what 

was important in a funding formula to ensure equity of access in learning to 

achieve the standards. So, there’d been this tremendous, almost seven-years of 

work. We then continued that work, and we were able to actually pass legislation 

in our state and implement the new funding formula.  So that was a significant 

accomplishment; it really identified teacher-student ratios, what were the support 

services that were important, technology, creating one-to-one environments—

another equity issue for us—[that] was built into that funding formula. . . . 

Anyway, we did a lot of good things, but I didn’t do it myself, obviously: I did it 

with a great team of people in the department, and we had incredible partners 

outside. I mean, I had such cooperation because I really did believe that the 

department couldn’t do any of this work on its own, that it had to be in 

partnership with the people that could make it happen and support it. So, we 

worked very closely with the education community: with the teachers, with the 

principals, and supervisors association, with the school boards association. You 

had to have everybody on the bus, or the bus wasn’t ever getting to its destination. 

(personal communication, March 10, 2013)   

 

Christine highlighted that achieving success in the position could not be possible without 

recognizing the cooperative efforts of her team; as such, she acknowledged the collective 

policy efforts of her team and the entire educational community for whom she served to 

promote change in standards and testing and funding.  

 Esther also noted the realities of policy work and working with the educational 

community to impact change; however, she did not find as much holistic success as 

Margaret and Christine.  She asserted: 

It was the beginning of the standards movement, and [the state] said they had 

standards, but I thought they were pretty crappy and not clear. So, I told the 

governor that I thought: what good instruction is needs to be mirrored at a state 

level. So, I said, ‘When you’re a teacher, you align what you expect of your 

students with how you teach and how you assess and that that should be part of a 

state system.’ And I said, ‘It’s not there. Your tests are not clear or good, your 

standards are not explicit in terms of what you want your students to know and be 
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able to do, they need to be aligned to your new assessments, and there needs to be 

model curriculums so you would show teachers what it looks like. . . .’ We tried 

to develop a more coherent set of policies all the way from recruitment to 

retirement for the profession at that time. . . . [But] I don’t think we ever really 

addressed the school funding issue, and I didn’t agree with the way [the former 

superintendent] [addressed] the school funding issue either.  But I think my 

success was to lay the groundwork. (personal communication, March 13, 2013) 

 

For Esther, the realities of the position centered on a top-down method of reform; as 

such, her policy knowledge and innovative approach to defining quality standards served 

her well in the state superintendency.  She did acknowledge, however, that funding 

essentially goes hand-in-hand with all initiatives, and not addressing the realities of 

funding issues, as she noted, ultimately hindered her overall success.  Esther also hinted 

that a major reality of the position is dealing with the sting of politics; this will be further 

discussed later in the chapter.  

The Importance of Relationships 

As with overcoming self and societal perceptions and dealing with the realities of 

the position, each of the participants commented on the importance of building and 

maintaining relationships in the state superintendency. 

  Jane suggested one of the most important tasks of an elected state superintendent 

is to establish relationships with those for whom one serves and with whom one works.  

For instance, when asked what advice she would give to someone aspiring to the state 

superintendency, she asserted: 

Make friends before you need them. Do a good job, wherever you are. In a state 

where you have to run for state superintendent, you have to make some contacts 

within the party with which you are going to run. . . .The other part is to form 

relationships and networks with people outside the educational community: 

business and industry, civic groups, faith-based, you know, it wouldn’t 
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necessarily be one, but it would be networks from which you could tap into to 

help you win the election. (personal communication, January 4, 2013) 

Thus as an elected official, Jane commented on the value of building relationships as an 

election strategy. 

 Donna spoke more to the nature of relationships as cyclical; namely, she 

suggested that people with whom one interacts may circle back again into one’s life in 

varying capacities.  As such, one should strive to build and maintain positive 

relationships with everyone one encounters:  

One piece of advice that I give everyone is just the importance of maintaining 

relationships, and just generally being kind to people and not burning bridges and 

just being a decent human being because it’s been fascinating to me how, many 

times I’ve seen relationships that you have with someone circle back in ways that 

you’re like, ‘Oh my God, aren’t I so glad that I wasn’t, you know—’ Like 

someone becomes your boss, or, you know, a position of power over you and 

someone who maybe you really didn’t think was very smart or productive, or 

whatever, and, you know, a fall-back position could be just sort of be dismissive 

of them. . . .I’ve just seen so many instances where, for whatever reason, you 

come across that person again, and it’s never been intentional, but I just—I’ve 

been amazed how many times that’s happened. (personal communication, January 

12, 2013) 

 

Like Jane, Donna noted the overarching power of relationships on one’s day-today 

interactions. Often, it seems, one is not immediately cognizant of building relationships; 

however, taking the time to show grace, compassion, and care to all one encounters goes 

a long way in maintaining a positive rapport with individuals who, very likely, will 

reenter one’s life at a later time.   

 Sally emphasized the importance of building and maintaining relationships in 

order to serve the children for whom she was appointed to care:  

I make it my business to build relationships with people because in the kinds of 

positions that I’ve had, which were leadership positions, where I was charged 
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with taking care of people’s children and the people who serve them, I had to 

make sure that everybody had that same mindset: that we were caretakers of this 

country’s most precious natural resource, our children. And so, that’s where I’ve 

focused my energy, and because of the work that I’ve done, in every opportunity 

I’ve had, people notice it. And I’ve built relationships so people get to know me. 

I’m kind of ‘people’ people any way, and when I have to make hard decisions, 

even with people I like, or about people whom I really respect, I hope to build an 

environment where, and I know this sounds trite, but where people understand it’s 

not personal. But, you know, personally I’m going to take care and be as, and 

that’s where I use the word ‘circumspect,’ as I can about how things impact 

people. But, at the end of the day, my focus is always going to be on the child and 

the environment in which the child lives. And I have to make some hard 

decisions. So, relationships matter, then, so that we can sit down and have a 

discussion that is open and honest and caring and to-the-point. (personal 

communication, February 12, 2013) 

Rather than focusing on political jockeying, like Jane, or cyclical alignment, like Donna, 

Sally instead spoke to the importance of developing solid, working relationships in order 

to impact positive change for the children of her state for whom she was appointed to 

serve.     

 Unlike the previous participants, Linda spoke very little about the nature of 

relationships; however, she did comment on her workings with the state governing body.  

She discussed the manner in which members of the state governing body formulate 

questions of her in open session; namely, they craft their inquiries in ways that allow her 

to solely address educational issues.  Linda explained that they do so because they know 

she is very guarded in what she says publically, and that she “has that relationship” with 

her governing body.  She also noted that she initially learned the importance of 

establishing relationships from a teacher in grade school but did not elaborate.  
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 When Margaret took on the superintendency, she mentioned that strong, lasting 

relationships cultivated throughout her career served her well, particularly with regard to 

policy making: 

. . .I had worked or interacted with a lot of the staff there, including top staff. 

Some of them were really excited because they knew where my priorities were 

and how much I cared about doing things right, and I think they thought that they 

would have a real ally in me in getting work done. . . .People in the field reacted 

well, ‘cause I had built really good relationships with the education community, 

with the business community—I was their link to the governor, and I was pretty 

attentive to their views. You know, we didn’t always do what they wanted, but we 

had a very open door policy and we tried to be very inclusive and we tried to 

listen and to take everything into consideration as we developed policy. (personal 

communication, February 11, 2013) 

 

As such, Margaret was able to build upon the relationships she had previously established 

to promote progress in new ways.  

 Similarly, Christine discussed the need to branch out and develop meaningful 

relationships with all stakeholders to achieve success in the state superintendency.  She 

explained the importance of “building coalitions and building strong relationships”: 

So, one of the things I routinely did is I would meet with the union as a group. 

Did that every month. Met with superintendents’ group, principals’ group, tried to 

bring them, bring superintendents in as an advisory group—so whenever we were 

working on something major, building those coalitions, relationships, was really 

important. Also did that with the business community outreach and with other 

groups. . . .I really tried to pay attention to every aspect of the stakeholder groups. 

(personal communication, March 10, 2013)     

 

Thus reaching out to all stakeholder groups for input in educational matters helped 

Christine to maintain positive relationships with a wide variety of individuals and 

coalitions across the state.  Additionally, noting that she came “from the outside,” 

Christine also attributed her lasting success to “building strong relationships within the 

agency” (personal communication, March 10, 2013).       
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Although Esther did not directly comment on the importance of building and 

maintaining relationships, her self-described hardships in securing political support, as 

well as the prevalence of conflicting personality issues speak to the heart of relationships.  

For instance, Esther indirectly illustrated the relationships her governor was able to 

develop that ultimately cost her the position: 

And what he really did then is he went to every single one of my board members 

and offered them something. So, what he did was for the president of the board, 

he got her son, who was a lawyer, a job in the administration; for the Republican 

on the board, he promised them reappointment if they supported him, and they 

did, then they went along with him. And I knew I had no support on the board at 

that time. (personal communication, March 13, 2013) 

 

Esther unfortunately operated in constant conflict with her board of education, her 

governor, and members of her staff. As such, foundational relationships were difficult to 

establish or cultivate in the superintendency.  In fact, the only constant relationship to 

which Esther eluded was that with her husband, who supported her every decision each 

step of the way.      

Through their stories, each participant illustrated the importance of building and 

maintaining relationships both on the journey to and in their service within the state 

superintendency.  Yet another theme emerged of equal importance: navigating politics.   

“But, You Know, That’s Politics”: An Emergent Theme 

 In sharing their unique experiences, a new theme emerged: the difficult yet 

necessary need to navigate the political atmosphere.  As public servants in politically-

appointed or elected positions, most participants indicated political nuances as potential 

obstructions to their service.    
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Navigating Politics in the State Superintendency 

 As previously discussed, Jane quickly learned the ins and outs of politics as the 

only participant who was elected to the position.  When she began her campaign, Jane did 

not realize the extent to which political jockeying impacted one’s run for the state 

superintendency; however, after acknowledging that she had little political backing, she 

formed a grassroots campaign that served her well.  From there, Jane learned what being 

strung on a political clothesline felt like: she was embarrassingly hung out on display 

while her wounded opponent took out vengeance throughout the court system for his loss.  

Ultimately, her perseverance, grace, and grit led her to the state superintendency where 

she, having first-hand experience of political warfare, demonstrated bipartisan leadership.  

When asked what she felt to be the successes of her superintendency, she emphasized: 

Our department, during very difficult economic times, has not been cut 

drastically. And even this last time, when the majority in the [state governing 

body] are Republicans, and of course they know that I’m a Democrat—I ran as a 

Democrat—they gave us 11 new positions to improve reading instruction.  And, 

I’m using that as an example to show that another success is my being able to 

build a good, working relationship with the [state governing body], on behalf of 

public education.  And so I even hesitate to tell people that we got 11 new 

positions, in very difficult economic times, but I think that is a tribute to my being 

able to work with people regardless of their political affiliation or regardless of 

their backgrounds. (personal communication, January 4, 2013) 

 

For Jane, navigating politics in her campaign taught her how to reach across the aisle in 

order to maintain a bipartisan coalition for education. 

 Political alignment is also a vital tool in navigating politics.  Rather than going 

into situations “cold,” Sally offered advice to women who may struggle with navigating 

politics: 

In a position like this, one has to be thoughtful, one has to choose her words 

carefully, and one has to make sure that she does her homework behind the scenes 
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and kind of have people in the room understanding where I’m coming from 

before I get into the room.  I would never go into anything cold because that may 

or may not bode well for me. So, again, it comes back to doing homework and 

making sure that people kind of understand, so, should I get in a room and put an 

idea out on the table, I already have folks around the table who say, ‘Oh, yeah! 

That’s good!’ or they can put it out, I don’t care, as long as we move forward with 

the work. . . .Sometimes you get what you want and sometimes you don’t. So, I 

do think women need to come to that and make sure that we don’t personalize or 

overanalyze every single thing. Do our homework, give it our best shot, and keep 

the win and loss column in our heads, and know why we lost. If we lost because, 

you know what? That was just the politics at the time—that wasn’t going to fly if 

that had been you or a man or anyone else—and not personalize the work. 

(personal communication, February 12, 2013) 

 

Thus in order to be successful in the state superintendency, Sally suggested that one must 

be attentive to political alignment, as well as depersonalize the tasks at hand to advance 

one’s agenda. 

Like Jane, Linda commented on the importance of bipartisan leadership to 

effectively promote an educational agenda when navigating politics within the state 

governing body:   

Being appointed by the governor. . .the state superintendent really has to be a 

chief executive officer, and you have to act in a bipartisan manner. So, I really 

think that my track record in the agency, having worked through many, many 

administrations and many governors, both Democrat and Republican, people look 

at me in a non-partisan manner. They don’t see me as a Democrat or a 

Republican, and they’ll never know. ‘Cause quite honestly, it just depends—my 

vote depends—on who it is and their platform. I have worked successfully across 

the aisle, and when I go to the [state governing body], they don’t look at me as 

coming over with a partisan initiative. (personal communication, February 15, 

2013)      

For Linda, guarding one’s political affiliation and working in a bipartisan manner has 

served her well to navigate politics through both Republican and Democratic 

governorships.   
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 Reflecting on her time in the state superintendency, Margaret emphasized that 

navigating politics greatly impacts one’s ability to “get things done”: 

I think you really have to be schooled, heavily in policy. You also have to learn 

the politics of this, which I think was another aspect of being in the governor’s 

office that trained me well for the job. Because navigating the politics of getting 

things done can be a little tricky; and, by that I mean there’s always somebody 

who doesn’t want you to do what you’re doing ‘cause it’s going to impact them in 

some way. And if they perceive in any way that it’s negative, they’re going to 

fight to the death to prevent it. So, you really have to—and I think that’s probably 

true—I was appointed by the governor, some people are elected (I would think 

that’s probably worse); if you’re appointed by the state board, it’s probably no 

different. I mean, there’s still politics with a little ‘p’ somewhere in it. So, I think 

you have to really learn about that and how to navigate that. (personal 

communication, February 11, 2013) 

 

Therefore, Margaret suggested that without knowledge of policy and an understanding of 

politics, one cannot be successful in the state superintendency, regardless whether one is 

appointed or elected. 

 While discussing her journey to the state superintendency, Christine mentioned 

that she was not “politically involved” with any partisan affiliation and noted that many 

of her would-be opponents served in various political campaigns prior to seeking the 

superintendency.  As such, Christine worried that she would be overlooked; however, her 

steadfast devotion to her “core values” in education was advantageous.  She explained: 

For me, I wanted to be the educational leader. I wanted to constantly be paving 

and to have kids be at the heart of our work, so that we were constantly 

improving, recognizing how they learn, how do we engage them so that learning 

was exciting—that had always been my personal passion and why I was in 

education. So, from the time I was a kindergarten teacher, principal, assistant 

superintendent, superintendent, and commissioner, I stayed true to those core 

values. So, you have to know what your core values are and [whether] that 

position [is] the right position to advance what you can contribute. And, in some 

cases, I would never work in a state where I had to be an elected official. That’s 

not me; I’m not a politician.  I wouldn’t care to campaign. . . . So you’ve got to be 

able to be willing to work in that political environment and know how to work 



  

127 

that system to be able to advance the agenda. (personal communication, March 

13, 2013) 

 

Although Christine indicated that she is “not a politician,” she recognized the importance 

of navigating politics in order to address her “core values” of education. 

 The most vocal participant regarding navigating politics was Esther, whose 

dislike for political alignment, jockeying, and backing was clearly articulated throughout 

the interview.  In one example, she described an instance wherein she was responsible for 

securing funding for an initiative: 

. . .I went out and raised a lot of money. I brought in U.S. Department of 

Education grants, I brought in [undisclosed organization] grants, I brought in a 10 

million dollar—at that time, that was a lot of money—statewide systemic 

initiative grant from [undisclosed organization], and [the new Governor] came in 

and he put together a new administration…and he didn’t like me. He saw me as 

basically too academic, and I knew my days were numbered.  I didn’t think that 

they appreciated all the money that I brought in, and I said that: ‘Hey! I brought in 

all this money!’ And he said, ‘That’s for my friends, not your friends.’ And we 

just didn’t get along. And he was really—you know, it was the first time in my 

career that I really met adversity and was bullied. (personal communication, 

March 13, 2013) 

 

Then, as mentioned earlier, the former governor, in his State of the State address, a 

political speech wherein the governor should recognize his staff’s efforts and successes, 

publically humiliated Esther.  She explained: 

When I came, we were like 26-27
th 

[in ranking], and when I left, we were number 

7, which [the former governor] took [as] his in part of the State of the State. He 

gave himself credit for being number 7 and then bashed me, which people did not 

think was very fair, even the Republicans. . . . And even when that horrible State 

of the State sort of bashed me, I came back to my office, and the Speaker of the 

House called me, and he said, ‘You know, we didn’t agree on lots of things, and 

I’m a Republican, and you’re a Democrat, we all know that. But, the reality is that 

speech said more about [the former governor] than it did about [you].’ (personal 

communication, March 13, 2013) 

 

Although a political leader from the other party reached out to Esther, to the public, the 

political embarrassment she endured was irreversible.  Esther’s evaluation of these and 



  

128 

other situations was simple: “But, you know, that’s politics” (personal communication, 

March 13, 2013).  One has to navigate the positive and negative aspects of politics in 

order to succeed in the state superintendency.    

Donna was the only participant who did not comment on the nature of navigating 

politics; she simply indicated that she “[doesn’t] allow [herself] to get caught up in 

politics” (personal communication, January 12, 2013).  

Varied Experiences: Divergent Themes 

 In addition to convergent themes of self and societal perceptions, the realities of 

the position, and the importance of relationships, as well as the overarching emergent 

theme of navigating politics, these female state superintendents’ stories shed light on one 

very important divergent theme: gender and the journey.  When I began this research, my 

epistemological assumptions led me to believe that most, if not all, female state 

superintendents would have something personal to share about gender’s impact on their 

respective journeys; however, in hearing their stories, I learned that was not necessarily 

the case for several participants.     

Gender and the Journey   

 In describing her role as a female in the state superintendency, Jane shared 

something her husband often tells her: “You have a hand to steal, but people only see the 

silk glove that you have on your hand” (personal communication, January 4, 2013).  

Females, she suggested, are often underestimated because of this: 

As a female my tenacity and perseverance have been underestimated. And I think 

that would be true of, I mean, it would be a common experience for other women, 

because being taught to be nice to everyone, being taught to listen, all can be 

assessed as being weak, or not as strong. So, from that perspective, I think that 

sometimes females are underestimated, until one gets to know that female. 

(personal communication, January 4, 2013) 
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Although she did not mention gender as either a hindrance or a help throughout her 

career, gender impacted Jane’s journey to the superintendency in a number of ways; 

namely, she had to overcome the start of her rocky campaign and stand up to her lawsuit-

slinging male opponent.  Once inaugurated, she was able to overcome gender 

assumptions by demonstrating her intelligence, competence, and bipartisan leadership. 

Margaret, a self-described “odd duck” as a female math major, noted that she had 

already broken a number of “glass ceilings” throughout her career, and that once she got 

to the superintendency, she no longer believed gender was an issue (personal 

communication, February 11, 2013).  She explained: 

Most of the math majors in college were going off into the education arena. There 

were only two women math majors when I graduated. I think the rest of ‘em were 

all guys. I was the first woman editor of the yearbook at my college; you know, 

I’d broken some of those things, those glass-ceilings, I guess, and— you know I 

was the only woman lawyer for a while in my firm, I was the only one who ever 

had a child while she was practicing law in the firm.  I wound up leaving, but, you 

know, no one had been pregnant and worked through it. I never either took the 

time to it, or it never was an issue for me. That’s not to say that I don’t think some 

women face that; again, I would say that because the governor’s cabinet had other 

women, I didn’t have to worry about being heard. I had a voice. And we were all 

treated very respectfully and equally, and, frankly, the women were in some of 

the, what I would call, more powerful roles. . . .So, you know, it was not an issue 

because you weren’t the only one. I think if that had been different, it might have 

been more of an issue for me. (personal communication, February 11, 2013) 

 

For Margaret, gender was a more prevalent issue earlier in her career and she did not feel 

as though it played a major role in her service as state superintendent.     

Likewise, Christine indicated that her “hurdles really were more at the [district] 

superintendent level” (personal communication, March 10, 2013). As previously 

discussed, Christine felt the sting of gender inequality as a pregnant female seeking a 

leadership position early in her career.  Then, throughout her bids for district 
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superintendencies, Christine was beat out five out of six times, because, she suggested, 

those districts “were not ready” for a female superintendent.  She noted, however, “I 

don’t think I ever compromised my decision making, my leadership, because I was a 

woman. So, I can’t say that I would’ve done anything differently” (personal 

communication, March 10, 2013). 

 Donna suggested that gender was not an issue in pursuing her former or current 

superintendency.  Sally did not mention gender as a hindrance; rather, she attributed her 

advancement through hierarchical educational positions for gaining leadership 

recognition.  Likewise, Linda, who advanced in the agency as a career employee 

following a powerful female mentor, did not articulate that gender impacted her journey.  

Neither did Esther, who mentioned that she suffered greater inequalities being labeled as 

an “academic” than a woman.  Yet, in reviewing respective experiences shared through 

the lens of the aforementioned convergent and emergent themes, each of these women 

shared stories that seemingly illustrated hardships stemming from gender inequality, 

although they personally do not label their experiences as such.  This will be further 

discussed in Chapter 5.   

Self-in-Relationship: Rich, Unique Data 

Considering the aforementioned themes, one may then delve deeper into the 

professional and personal lives of these female state superintendents by evaluating how 

the participants conceptualized themselves in relationship with work colleagues, family, 

state board of education, confidant/significant other, and one’s self.  
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Describing One’s Role through Relationship 

To illustrate how participants conceptualize themselves in the aforementioned 

themes, each participant was asked to provide five adjectives to signify how she would 

describe herself in relationship to each of these categories.  Figure 6 indicates the colored 

Post-it notes participants used to identify their categorical classification. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Colored Adjective Classification. This figure illustrates the colored Post-it 

notes used for participant classification in relationship to work colleagues, family, state 

board of education, confidant/significant other, and one’s self. 

 

After generating adjectives to identify how one describes herself in relationship to the 

five categories, each participant in the study was asked to evaluate whether she would 

label her provided adjectives as positive, negative, or mixed in connotation.   To do so, 

participants were asked to place a plus sign (+) for positive, a minus sign (-) for negative, 

or a plus and minus sign (+/-) for mixed (both positive and negative) connotation for each 

of adjective.   Figure 8 provides a snapshot of participants’ responses and connotative 

classification in the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) interview. 
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 Work 

Colleagues 

Family State Board of 

Education 

Sign. Other/ 

Confidant 

Self 

J
a
n

e 
Energetic+ 

Flexible+ 

Optimistic+ 

Insightful+ 

Idea-

generator+ 

Emphatic- 

Direct+/- 

Impatient-  

Listener+ 

Optimistic+ 

Idea-

generator+ 

Reflective+ 

Listener+ 

Supporter+ 

Negotiator+ 

Supportive+ 

Structured+/- 

Listener+ 

Empathizer+ 

Indirect- 

Interested+ 

Reflective+ 

Busy+ 

Idea-

generator+ 

Relaxed+ 

D
o
n

n
a
 Driven+/- 

Centered+ 

Fun+/- 

Tireless+/- 

Focused+/- 

Loving+ 

Joyful+ 

Opinionated+/- 

Relaxed+ 

Fun+ 

Measured+/- 

Driven+/- 

Focused+/- 

Cautious+/- 

Subdued- 

Opinionated+/- 

Relaxed+ 

Centered+ 

Silly+/- 

Joyful+ 

Thoughtful+ 

Focused+/- 

Reflective+/- 

Driven+/- 

Joyful+ 

S
a
ll

y
 

Focused+ 

Engaged+ 

Driven+/- 

Inquisitive+ 

Respectful+ 

Private+ 

Loving+ 

Relaxed+ 

Funny+ 

Gossipy- 

Thankful+ 

Energized+ 

Focused+ 

Honest+/- 

Circumspect+/- 

Relaxed+ 

Pleased+ 

Comfortable+ 

Open+ 

Enjoyable+ 

Creative+ 

Thoughtful+/- 

Comfortable+ 

Spontaneous+ 

Relaxed+ 

L
in

d
a
 

Focused+ 

Professional+ 

Teaching+ 

Learning+ 

Analyzing+ 

Focused+ 

Professional+ 

Teaching+ 

Learning+ 

Analyzing+ 

Respectful+ 

Teaching+ 

Listening+ 

Analyzing+/- 

Guarded- 

Sharing+ 

Honest+ 

Caring+ 

Listening+ 

Open+ 

Happy+  

Lucky+ 

Thoughtful+ 

Comfortable+ 

Relaxed+ 

M
a
rg

a
r
et

 Careful+/- 

Collegial+ 

Tenacious+ 

Supportive+ 

Affable+/- 

Caring+ 

Concerned+/- 

Supportive+ 

Funny+ 

Irreverent+/- 

Focused+ 

Determined+/- 

Impatient-  

Collegial+ 

Busy+/- 

Loving+ 

Caring+ 

Thoughtful+/- 

Supportive+ 

Humorous+ 

Thoughtful+ 

Creative+ 

Busy+/- 

Musical+ 

Questioning- 

C
h

ri
st

in
e 

Open+ 

Listener+ 

Probing+ 

Respectful+ 

Leader+ 

Advisor+ 

Confidant+ 

Supporter+ 

Loving+ 

Nurturer+ 

Leader+ 

Advisor+ 

Expert+ 

Listener+ 

Collaborator+ 

Partner+ 

Planner+/- 

Prob-solver+/- 

Supporter+ 

Collaborator+ 

Reflecting+ 

Investigating+ 

Nurturing+ 

Planner+ 

Communicator

+ 

E
st

h
er

 

Honest+ 

Direct+/- 

Prepared+ 

Knowledgeable

+ 

Listener+ 

Proud+ 

Understanding

+ 

Loving+ 

Listener+ 

Generous+ 

Guarded+ 

Listener+ 

Respectful+ 

Prepared+ 

Knowledgeable

+ 

Emotional+/- 

Listener+ 

Supportive+ 

Complainer- 

Honest+ 

Worrier- 
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Figure 8. Participant-provided adjectives and connotations. This figure illustrates 

participant-provided adjectives and connotations to describe how one views herself in 

relationship to work colleagues, family, state board of education, confidant/significant 

other, and one’s self. 

 

Reviewing the adjectives and connotations provided by participants sheds light on how 

these women conceptualize their roles and relationships with regard to each of the five 
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categories.  However, this is just one piece of the classification: participants were then 

asked to classify their adjectives in order of importance on a tri-leveled bulls-eye.   

Classification of Importance 

 For the second SIR portion of each interview, participants were asked to review 

their adjectives and connotative designations then were instructed to place each Post-it 

note on the bulls-eye as such: the words that best describe and are most important to who 

the participant is were placed in the center ring; the words that least describe and are least 

important to who the participant is were placed in the outer ring; those of moderate 

influence or importance were placed in the middle ring.  To showcase the varying 

classifications, figures 9-15 illustrate bulls-eye representations.  Parenthetical notations 

following each adjective indicates the category of classification: work colleagues (WC), 

family (F), state board of education (SB), significant other/confidant (SO), and self (S). 

 

Figure 9. Jane’s bulls-eye. This figure details adjectives classified in Jane’s Self-in-

Relationship (SIR) bulls-eye.  

MOST IMPORTANT 

Reflective (SB), Idea-Generator 
(SB/C/S), Listener (F/SB, SO), 
Optimisitc (F/WC), Interested (S), 
Negotiator (SB) 

SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT  

Energetic (WC), Flexible (WC), 
Insightful (WC), Empathizer (SO), 
Supportive (SO), Supporter (SB), 
Relaxed (S), Reflective (S)  

LEAST IMPORTANT 

Impatient (F), Direct (F), 
Emphatic (F), Busy (S), Indirect 
(SO), Structured (SO) 
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Figure 10. Donna’s bulls-eye.  This figure details adjectives classified in Donna’s Self-

in-Relationship (SIR) bulls-eye. 

 

 

Figure 11. Sally’s bulls-eye.  This figure details adjectives classified in Sally’s Self-in-

Relationship (SIR) bulls-eye. 

 

MOST IMPORTANT 

Driven (SB/WC/S), Loving (F), 
Centered (SO/WC), Joyful 
(SO/S/F),  Silly (SO), Fun 
(F/WC) 

 SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT 

Reflective (S), Tireless (WC), 
Focused (SB/WC/S), Thoughtful 
(S), Opinionated (F/SO) 

LEAST IMPORTANT 

Subdued (SB), Cautious 
(SB), Measured (SB), 
Relaxed (F/SO) 

 

MOST IMPORTANT 

Respectful (WC), Private (F), Engaged 
(WC), Driven (WC), Thankful (SB), 
Thoughtful (S), Loving (F), Honest 
(SB), Open (SO), Focused (SB/WC) 

SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT 

Comfortable (SO/S), Enjoyable (SO), 
Relaxed (F/SO/S), Creative (S), 
Funny (F), Energized (SB), 
Circumspect (SB), Pleased (SO), 
Inquisitive (WC), Spontaneous (S) 

LEAST IMPORTANT 

Gossipy (F) 
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Figure 12. Linda’s bulls-eye. This figure details adjectives classified in Linda’s Self-in-

Relationship (SIR) bulls-eye. 

 

 

Figure 13. Margaret’s bulls-eye. This figure details adjectives classified in Margaret’s 

Self-in-Relationship (SIR) bulls-eye. 

 

MOST IMPORTANT 

Respectful (SB), Relaxed (S), Honest 
(SO), Teaching (SB/WC/F), Learning 
(WC/F), Professional (WC/F) 

 
SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT 

Analyzing (WC/F/SB), Focused 
(WC/F), Happy (S), Comfortable 
(S), Thankful (S) 

 

LEAST IMPORTANT 

Lucky (S), Caring (SO), 
Guarded (SB), Open (SO), 
Sharing (SO), Listener 
(SO/SB) 

 

 

MOST IMPORTANT 

Tenacious (WC), Determined (SB), 
Supportive (SO/F)/WC), Caring 
(F/SO), Loving (SO), Thoughtful (SO)  

SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT 

Thoughtful (S), Funny (F), Irreverant 
(F), Collegial (WC/SB), Questioning 
(S), Concerned (F), Careful (WC), 
Humorous (SO), Creative (S), 
Impatient (SB), Focused (SB), Busy 
(SB) 

LEAST IMPORTANT 

Musical (S), Affable (WC), 
Busy (S) 
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Figure 14. Christine’s bulls-eye. This figure details adjectives classified in Christine’s 

Self-in-Relationship (SIR) bulls-eye. 

 

 

 

Figure 15. Esther’s bulls-eye. This figure details adjectives classified in Esther’s Self-in-

Relationship (SIR) bulls-eye. 

MOST IMPORTANT 

Nurturer (F/S), Open (WC), 
Respecful (WC), Problem-solver 
(SO), Planning (S), Communicating 
(S), Expert (SB), Listener (SB/WC), 
Planner (SO), Leader (SB/WC) 

 
SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT 

Investigator (S), Reflection (S), 
Suporter (SO), Advisor (SB/F), 
Partner (SO), Confidant (F), 
Supportive (F), Collaborator 
(SB/SO) 

 LEAST IMPORTANT 

Loving (F), Probing (WC) 

 

 

MOST IMPORTANT 

Honest (SO/WC), Loving (F), 
Understanding (F), Futurist (S), 
Knowledgeable (WC), Direct (WC), 
Worrier (S), Thinker (S), Supportive 
(SO) 

 
SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT 

Listener (WC), Prepared (WC), 
Generous (F), Listener (F/SO/SB), 
Knowledgeable (SB), Prepared 
(SB), Respectful (SB), Insecure 
(S), Proud (F), Contemplative (S) 

 LEAST IMPORTANT 

Emotional (SO), Complainer 
(SO), Guarded (SB) 
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Before drawing connections between participant-provided adjectives and classifications, 

it is first important to hear how participants view their own representations.   

What the Participants Say 

 The final component of the Self-in-Relationship protocol required participants to 

evaluate self-classifications by answering the following questions: 

1. Do you think this represents your life? What does this picture mean to you? 

2. What role do you think being a female plays in this picture? 

As such, each participant reflected on their creations and offered explanations for their 

chosen adjectives, connotations, and classifications on the SIR bulls-eye. 

 In reviewing her self-classifications, Jane focused on what the bulls-eye 

illustrated regarding her family and the importance of “consistency” across all facets of 

her personal and professional life:  

The characteristics I use to describe myself really show impatience on my part. It 

says to me, that with my family, I don’t have to use the same skills that I know are 

really important to me with ‘most important’ because I know that my family will 

love me, regardless of whether I’m a horse’s patoot or the most wonderful person 

in the world.  So, that says to me that my family is —because I’ve got these 

negative things here—I have plus and minuses—but, that means that even though 

these are least important characteristics, it says to me that my family support is 

extremely important. Two, this says to me that regardless of the group with which 

I’m working it’s important to me to be a listener, to be an idea-generator, to be 

insightful, and to care. So, I think that reflects the way I am as a person. It also 

says to me that what you see if what you get. I’m very similar, regardless of 

where I am, and consequently, I am consistent.  I do not have inconsistency. I am 

consistent, with a few minor parts with my family. I am consistent regardless of 

whether it’s with my family, with my work, or with boards, or with others with 

whom I work. So this says to me that I am consistent, regardless of the group. 

(personal communication, January 4, 2013) 

 

Then, when asked what role being a female played in her representation, she indicated: 
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Through my time and work that I have had to work—I feel as if I’ve had to 

work— twice as hard to get to the same place as a male may need to work, and I 

know times have changed, but I look at my schedule, of where I go, what I’ve 

done, the people I’ve seen, and our communications people have told me this also, 

that ‘you do twice as much or three times more than former superintendents with 

whom we have worked.’ So, I guess it may say to me that I have internalized that 

it’s important for me to do a lot more work to get to the same place as males. 

(personal communication, January 4, 2013) 

 

Jane’s willingness to share her interpretation of the bulls-eye provided unique insight into 

her relationships.  

Rather than reflecting on what the bulls-eye classifications meant to her, Donna 

simply replied “umm hmmm” when asked if she thought the illustration represented her 

life.  In response to “what role being female plays in this picture” Donna asserted: 

I think that when I look at some of the things that are the most important, I don’t 

know how many men would say that they’re joyful, or silly, or fun, or loving, 

necessarily as their first things. . . .I also noticed that there are more of the pink 

tabs in the least important, which, the pink were my behavior in front of my 

board. So, I think I’m not most myself when I’m in front of my board, and I don’t 

know—I’m not quite sure—what role gender would play in that? But, it’s 

something that I just noticed. (personal communication, January 12, 2013) 

 

In examining her responses, then, the SIR activity revealed something to Donna that she 

had not even recognized about her relationship with her board.  

 Sally, on the other hand, offered the following in response to whether or not the 

bulls-eye represented her life: 

I do. And what does it mean to me? It means that I probably need to find time to 

relax a little more! But, that I pretty much am “what you see is what you get.” I 

am driven, my work probably consumes more of my being than it should, but it 

also energizes me and drives me everyday to do the best that I can for the people 

that I serve. Gossipy is what I do with my family and my close friends, but I don’t 

do that in my work world. I can’t afford to. One has to be pretty circumspect in 

dealing with the confidential nature of people’s lives. (personal communication, 

February 12, 2013) 
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Then, in reflecting on what role being a female might play in her classification, Sally 

suggested: 

So, I am private. But, I am private in that I like to, kind of, protect my personal 

life. I think it’s important to have a personal life. But I also, in turn, give that 

same respect to people, and I think— I know—the people with whom I work feel 

very comfortable talking to me and sharing things with me because I am 

confidential that way. And that is a respect that I give them and a respect that they 

give me. So I think it’s hard for me to say being a female, in particular, because 

when I look at these, including ‘gossipy’—because I have male friends gossip 

more than I do!—it could be ascribed to either. I think we can be caretakers, 

though. And so, I do think the kind of respectful, thoughtful nature of the work I 

probably look at through the lens of a sister, an aunt, you know, from a female’s 

point of view. The work has to be done, so here are the kinds of tenants of the 

work, and the nuts and bolts, but also making sure that we take care of people 

through the sensitive side of the work.  (personal communication, February 12, 

2013) 

 

Although Sally recognized that there are certain aspects of her bulls-eye that could be 

ascribed to either gender, there were particular components, such as caretaking and 

nurturing that she believed are more indicative of a female’s leadership. 

 In reviewing her bulls-eye, Linda sighed and commented:  

Work is my life. That’s what it means, I mean, that’s no secret: work is my life. 

Everything I do is very focused on work. Now, you know, ask me in ten years. I 

might have a different response. But it’s very hard to separate life—personal 

life—life with work. . . . As a public figure, your life and work all intertwine. 

(personal communication, February 15, 2013) 

 

Furthermore, when articulating what role being a female plays in her representation, 

Linda suggested: 

I’m single. I don’t have an immediate family, per se; I’ve got family I take care 

of, but see, for a person who has family, with their own children, I think the 

balance is difficult. I mean, I can’t imagine. I mean, it’s hard for me to take care 

of myself, you know, with the time I have. Fortunately, I’ve got friends who step 

in and take care of things, take care of, you know, household things, run errands, 

and I often think to myself, you know, ‘What would I do if I had my own family I 
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had to take care of?’ And quite possibly, I wouldn’t be able to juggle. I don’t 

know that I would be able to juggle. So, I have chosen a profession to be my life. 

I am my work.  (personal communication, February 15, 2013) 

 

Margaret was the only participant who initially indicated she did not feel the 

image she created represented her life.  She asserted: “I don’t know that this represents 

my life, [but] it certainly made me think about things in a little bit different way.”  

However, she continued by commenting on the nature of public and private life while 

serving in the state superintendency and ending with the idea that perhaps the adjectives 

did describe her accurately: 

I’m a kind of person who, although, I think I treat people the same way, I’m 

private. I mean guard my personal life and my private life—like, I wanted to be 

home and be there for my family when I could, although it wasn’t always easy to 

do that. So, I guess I’ve always had trouble sort of dividing those two things. My 

family has always been of primary importance to me, and when I was 

commissioner, there were times when that was a difficult balance to achieve, I 

guess.  I mean I think these are a lot of adjectives that describe me pretty well.  

I’ve probably been a little bit too generous here; I probably haven’t been negative 

enough. (personal communication, February 11, 2013) 

 

As previously shared, when considering the role being a female may play in her 

representation, Margaret thoughtfully added: 

Well, that’s a good question. I don’t know. I mean, I think that perhaps I saw the 

children, who I was chosen to work on behalf of, as really my children. . .and I 

think that being a mother shaped part of that. I mean, frankly, a lot of what I 

thought about many things changed after I was a mother, for the first time. . . .So, 

I think that some of this is shaped by that and some of this is shaped by the fact 

that I’m a female. (personal communication, February 11, 2013) 

 

Indicative of traditional, female characteristics, Margaret noted supportive, caring, and 

loving leadership stemmed from her mother-like concern for all of the children she 

served. 
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 When asked whether the bulls-eye represented her life, Christine suggested: 

Yeah, I think it does. I think as I’ve described to you, when you asked even about 

my family, I mean, I’ve got leadership in the center. As I’ve talked about myself, 

I’m a change-agent. Kiddingly, my kids all call me the matriarch of the family; 

I’m the glue that keeps us together, not only with my immediate family but with 

my extended family. I’m the one who brings us together all the time and so forth. 

So, you know, I think with that, comes this nurturing. . . (personal 

communication, March 10, 2013) 

 

When asked what role being a female plays in her representation, Christine purported: 

Oh, huge. Absolutely huge. I mean, as you look as those things I’ve written, 

nurturer, empathizing with people, [etc.], in most of my observations, females are 

much better at that.  I think that’s clearly the qualities: the fact that I’m a woman, 

and that’s just part of my innate leadership, absolutely. (personal communication, 

March 10, 2013) 

 

Christine, like other participants, noted that many of her adjectives traditionally aligned 

with female leadership qualities; as such, she believed that being a female played a 

“huge” role in understanding her representation. 

 Lastly, Esther confirmed that the bulls-eye accurately portrayed her life, noting, “I 

think it’s an accurate description about who I am and what I consider to be least 

important versus important. You know, I see myself as trying to be an honest, loving, 

supportive human being” (personal communication, March 13, 2013).  As shared 

previously, with regard to the final question, Esther stressed: 

I think females tend to be more perceptive, tend to care more about people’s 

feelings, care more about what other people are thinking, I think are more 

pragmatic, and try to get things done, you know? I think there should be more 

female leaders in the world. (personal communication, March 13, 2013) 

 

Regardless of their respective adjectives, connotative designations, or classifications of 

importance, each participant shared unique glimpses into what it means to be a female 

state superintendent. Detailing the nature of their respective relationships, participants 
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provided additional insight in their interactions with work colleagues, family, state boards 

of education, significant others/confidants, and one’s self.   

Holistic Snapshot: Researcher’s Observations 

The unique design of the SIR interview protocol allowed participants to both 

showcase and explain their unique thoughts and classifications in tangible, self- 

representations.  Yet as a researcher, one may wish to further identify common threads in 

order to weave a greater understanding of all participants’ experiences.  In this study, I 

wished to learn more about the collective experiences of female state superintendents by 

holistically reviewing participants’ responses via the SIR bulls-eye.  Note that further 

interpretations of this data will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

First, with regard to connotative designation, most participants classified their 

adjectives as positive (+) or mixed (+/-); these words were mostly placed in the “most 

important” or “somewhat important” rings.  Those words designated as negative (-) were 

all placed in the outer “least important” ring; however, there were very few adjectives 

deemed negative (emphatic, subdued, gossipy, guarded, and complainer).       

In reviewing the participant-created SIR bulls-eye representations, adjective 

placement seemed to depend on service; namely, participants who currently serve as state 

superintendents classified adjectives much differently from participants who served as 

former state superintendents.  For instance, current state superintendents placed more 

adjectives describing relationships with their state board of education and work 

colleagues as “most important” (reflective, idea-generator, listener, optimistic, 

negotiator, driven, centered, fun, respectful, engaged, thankful, honest, focused, teaching, 

learning, and professional), whereas most former state superintendents reserved the 
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center ring primarily for adjectives describing self and family (supportive, caring, 

nurturer, planning, communicating, loving, understanding, futurist, worrier, and thinker).  

On the other hand, most former state superintendents placed adjectives describing 

relationships with their state board of education and work colleagues in the “somewhat 

important” or “least important” rings (collegial, careful, impatient, focused, busy, affable, 

advisor, collaborator, probing, listener, prepared, respectful, and guarded). 

One participant shared that she is divorced and another shared that she is single; 

likewise, many of the other participants shared that their significant other/confidant plays 

a supporting role to one’s career.  Thus, in describing relationships with one’s significant 

other/confidant, most participants, regardless of current or former service, placed 

adjectives in the “somewhat important” or “least important” rings (supportive, 

empathizer, indirect, structured, opinionated, relaxed, comfortable, enjoyable, pleased, 

caring, open, sharing, and humorous).  This, too, will be further discussed in Chapter 5.   

Summary of Chapter   

 This chapter opened with a brief overview of the results and a review of the data 

analysis procedures.  Then, an overview of participants and the interview process was 

discussed.  “The Spectacular Seven” section provided a snapshot of each participant’s 

journey to the state superintendency. From there, convergent themes of self and societal 

perceptions, the realities of the position, and the importance of relationships, the 

emergent theme of navigating politics, and the divergent theme of gender and the journey 

were explored.  Data secured during the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) portion of the 

interview illustrated the role of relationships, provided participant-created classifications 

through the SIR bulls-eye, and described what participants had to say with regard to their 
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self-representations.  Lastly, researcher observations regarding common threads in the 

SIR representations were discussed.  
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Two roads diverged in the wood, and I— 

I took the one less traveled by, 

And that has made all the difference. 

– From “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost 

Overview of the Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to shed light on the lived experiences of 

current and former female state superintendents on their respective journeys to and 

service within the state superintendency.  From a constructivist, Grounded Theory 

approach, I sought to gain a greater understanding of these female leaders’ experiences 

through the theoretical lens of postmodern feminism and a conceptual framework hinging 

on self and societal perceptions, the realities of the position, and the importance of 

building and maintaining relationships.  Through data analysis, additional themes of 

navigating politics and gender and the journey emerged to provide a holistic 

understanding of current and former female state superintendents in their respective 

superintendencies.  In reviewing “the road less traveled,” thus, this chapter showcases the 

journeys, both of the researcher and the reader, as well as that of the participants, to offer 

interpretations and conclusions drawn from the data and recommendations for further 

research.     

Looking Back: A Snapshot of the Journey 

Following a qualitative researcher’s note, Chapter 1 provided an overview of my 

personal journey to the research.  Then, identifying the problem—a need to address a 

glaring gap in the literature with regard to the female’s journey to the state 
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superintendency—provided a foundation from which the research was built. In 

conducting a thorough review of the literature in Chapter 2, this gap was further revealed; 

namely, although there was a considerable amount of available research regarding the 

female district superintendent (Bilken & Brannigan, 1980; Shakeshaft, 1987; Brunner & 

Björk, 2001; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006; Mertz, 2006; Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Farmer, 

2009; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011), available research centered on the female state 

superintendent was essentially nonexistent.  This study, thus, sought to illuminate the 

experiences of these female educational leaders by identifying any convergent, divergent, 

or emergent themes to contribute to a limited literature base.   

In Chapter 3, I detailed the nature of my qualitative research utilizing Maxwell’s 

(2005) interactive research design through an in-depth, two-part interview process 

consisting of an open-ended interview portion and a participant-created Self-in-

Relationship (SIR) protocol (Harter & Monsour, 1992).  Focusing on a purposeful 

sampling of four current and three former female state superintendents having served in 

the past ten years and geographically limited to east of the Mississippi, rich data were 

gathered and analyzed in Chapter 4.  Data collected through open-ended questions and 

the SIR protocol helped to shed light on the overarching research question—“Do female 

superintendents perceive gender as playing a role in fulfilling one’s duties at the state 

level?”—by answering the following guiding research questions: 

1. What does it mean to be a state superintendent? 

o What does it mean to be a female state superintendent?   

2. What unique challenges and/or experiences, if any, do female superintendents 

face at the state level? 
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3. How, if at all, do relationships impact a female superintendent’s ability to lead at 

the state level?  

4. How did female state superintendents arrive in their positions? 

Developed in consideration of the current available literature, data analysis 

focused on researcher-established priori codes of self and societal perceptions, the 

realities of the position, and the importance of relationships; in addition, in vivo codes 

developed in review of the data revealed the emergent theme of navigating politics and 

the divergent theme of gender and the journey.  Through participants’ shared words and 

experiences, then, a more encompassed understanding of the female’s journey to the state 

superintendency was attained. 

Overview of the Results 

In examining the female’s journey to the state superintendency, similar and 

varying stories surfaced.  Data attained in the open-interview portion revealed three 

themes complementary of the conceptual framework developed from a thorough review 

of the literature: self and societal perceptions, the realities of the position, and the 

importance of relationships.  In addition, themes not initially identified, such as 

navigating politics and gender and the journey, also emerged to provide an encompassed 

view of the female’s path to and service within the state superintendency.  

Then, in the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) portion, participants generated, classified, 

and evaluated their unique self-conceptualizations and designated connotations in 

relationship to their work colleagues, state boards of education, families, significant 

others/confidants, and selves.  This data revealed a number of interesting components; 

namely, connotative designations were overwhelmingly positive, adjective placement per 
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category varied depending on current or former service, and personal versus professional 

relationships indicated an overall “backburner” placement of family and significant 

other/confidant relationships as compared to work-specific relationships.  

 Also of note were the data secured via the Female State Superintendent Data 

Sheet (Appendix C), which highlighted other interesting facets, such as participants’ 

number of children and participant age.     

Interpretations of Results and Conclusions 

 Broadly, the findings of this study reflect how female state superintendents make 

meaning of their journeys to and service within the state superintendency.  Specifically, 

participants’ shared words and experiences illumined a gap in the current available 

literature by exploring the nature of self and societal perceptions, the realities of the 

position, the importance of relationships, the navigation of politics, and the role of gender 

and the journey.  As a researcher, one is not only charged with evaluating the data in an 

effort to identify convergent, divergent, or emergent themes, but also to interpret that data 

in an effort to make meaning of the experience itself (Creswell, 2007).  In order to 

appreciate how participants understand their experiences, however, one must remember 

the postmodern feminist theoretic lens through which the study is viewed.  Tong (2009) 

defined this theoretical approach as such:    

Postmodern feminists reject any mode of feminist thought that aims to provide a 

single explanation for why women are oppressed or the ten or so steps all women 

must take to achieve liberation. . . .Although postmodern feminists’ refusal to 

develop one overarching explanation and solution for women’s oppression poses 

major problems for feminist theory, this refusal also adds needed fuel to the 

feminist fires of plurality, multiplicity, and difference. (p. 270) 

 

This study, thus, did not aim to generalize experiences or whitewash individuality of 

female state superintendents; rather, participants’ shared words and experiences aided in 
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cultivating an overall appreciation of the likenesses and differences between and among 

the unique research population.  This section thus interprets each theme in review of the 

available literature to provide conclusions that can be drawn from the data.      

Participants’ Own Experiences: The Open-Interview Portion 

The open-ended interview portion allowed participants an opportunity to share 

their respective journeys, noting any challenges and/or triumphs they encountered on 

their paths to and their service within the state superintendency.  As previously 

mentioned, data analysis unearthed three convergent themes: self and societal 

perceptions, the realities of the position, and the importance of building and maintaining 

relationships. 

Self and societal perceptions. 

First, with regard to self and societal perceptions, each participant anecdotally 

detailed conflicting expectations that stemmed from gender; in fact, the responses 

expressed negative experiences tied to perceptions of gender.  Even if these experiences 

were gained on their journeys to the position, rather than in the position itself, a visible 

mark was made on each participant in a way that influenced her leadership in the 

superintendency.  Many of these negative experiences stemmed from public perception of 

image.     

As with division superintendents (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006; Brunner & Grogran, 

2007; Shakeshaft, 1987) and public officials (Clark, 1991; Kunovich & Paxton, 2005), 

both politically appointed and elected female state superintendents must constantly be 

aware of their projected appearances in the public spotlight.  This includes outward 

physical appearance, on which several participants commented as an important facet of 
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the superintendency.  Donna, for instance, indicated that she was at constant odds with 

her perceived self and the perceived “caricature. . .that other people paint” of her 

(personal communication, January 12, 2013).  Linda discussed the need to always “look 

the part,” whether cutting the grass, going to the grocery store, or speaking on the floor of 

the state government (personal communication, February 15, 2013). Ester, on the other 

hand, noted that she would not abide an archaic “bullshit” belief that female state 

superintendents should embrace a masculine manner of dress and chose to dress 

femininely instead (personal communication, March 13, 2013). As such, female state 

superintendents indicated the need to consider their outward appearance as important as 

their words and actions.   

 Yet appearances are not all that female state superintendents must “keep up”; in 

addition, several participants noted that being a female state superintendent essentially 

equated to operating under conflicting expectations.  For instance, Jane, Sally, and 

Christine mentioned unfair classifications between male and female leadership, in that 

men who take their time making decisions may be considered cautious whereas women 

may be considered wavering.  This is akin to what Brunner and Grogan (2007) asserted:  

Because educational administrative roles have been most often filled by men, a 

male model of leadership has evolved. . . . these experiences, as well as their 

career paths, formal and informal training, age, and other issues related to gender 

can create the impression that women lack what is seen as the proper leadership 

style—that is, they do not exhibit the familiar and accepted masculine persona. (p. 

43)  

 

Further gender inequities with regards to perception surfaced as well, including 

Christine’s unfair treatment and missed leadership opportunity early in her career due to 

pregnancy.  Unfortunately, sex-role stereotypes, such as the perceived disconnect 

between being a mother and being a leader, often serve as career inhibitors (Brunner & 
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Grogan, 2007).  For Christine, securing the district superintendency was delayed because 

of unspoken yet biased hiring practices regarding pregnant women and educational 

leadership roles.  Eventually, Christine did overcome those initial gender barriers, yet she 

felt strongly enough about the early impact to share her disgust.  Therefore, juggling 

conflicting expectations remains a constant obstacle for female state superintendents.    

Lastly, Linda and Ester both commented on negative stigmas of bureaucracy and 

academia that clouded public perception of their positions in the superintendency.  Linda, 

as a career-long employee of the state education agency, noted that she has had to 

overcome the public perception of being “stereotyped as a bureaucrat” (personal 

communication, February 15, 2013).  Ester, in dealing with the public humiliation of a 

dissatisfied governor, was publically labeled as an “academic, a psychometrician, and a 

statistician” (personal communication, March 13, 2013).  Both terms carry a negative 

connotation, and both hinged on public perception.  Like all public servants, female 

superintendents thus operate under high levels of public scrutiny (Kelly, St. Germain, & 

Horn, 1991).   

One may deduce, then, that perception and gender go hand-in-hand; appearances, 

conflicting expectations, and negativity surrounding the position itself were collective 

obstacles identified by participants. With regard to self and societal perceptions, the data 

indicated that female state superintendents may be dually judged by society as anomalies 

serving in what many consider a male-dominated position (Gilmour & Kinsella, 2009). 

 Realties of the position. 

In addition to self and societal perceptions, each participant discussed 

responsibilities, interactions, and expectations that comprise the realities of the position.  
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Of these, participants indicated that addressing state and federal educational curricular 

mandates, considering a host of policy concerns, collaborating with various stakeholders 

to overcome push-back from change, and dealing with budgetary constraints stemming 

from a declining economy served as major foci of their respective superintendencies.  

These realities echo Brunner’s (1998) assertion that superintendents must be prepared “to 

be collaborative decision makers, to practice a caring way, to focus on curriculum and 

instruction, and to provide guidance and support for women in the superintendency” (p. 

160).           

Reflective of the literature, participants shared that state and federal standards 

have become an integral part of the superintendency (Brunner & Björk, 2001).  Jane and 

Donna both indicated that marketing public education has likewise become an important 

facet of their positions; namely, they felt that they were charged with corralling the entire 

educational community around a common goal. In most cases, that goal rested on 

achieving success as prescribed by state and federal mandates.  Christine and Margaret 

also indicated that much of their day-to-day responsibilities involved addressing state and 

federal standards and engaging in the policy work that went hand-in-hand with those 

concentrated efforts.  Ester, too, commented on the importance of policy work, noting 

that her policy knowledge and innovative approach to addressing state and federal 

mandates enabled her state to make progress toward achieving higher standards and 

national recognition.   

 Dealing with budgetary restraints as a result of the declining economy also 

presented a difficult obstacle.  Linda noted that the economy forced salary reductions, 

staff cuts, and the merging of many positions which in turn added to her responsibilities 
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as state superintendent and pseudo-deputy superintendent.  When asked to expound upon 

the challenges she has faced being a female in the state superintendency, Linda quickly 

replied, “the assumption that I can do two jobs, to be quite blunt. No male would be in 

this position doing what I am doing” (personal communication, February 15, 2013).   

Participants also suggested that collaboration among and between various 

stakeholder groups was a vital component of their positions.  Sally, in particular, spoke to 

the nature of push-back and change; namely, she asserted that although she currently 

operates in a “progressive state,” it’s “insular” and that impacting change, even if it is 

positive, presents a set of challenges (personal communication, February 12, 2013).  This 

is reflective of Grogan’s (2000) assertion that superintendents must “affect change that 

promises better outcomes for all students in the future” and “be comfortable with 

contradiction, work through others, appreciate dissent, develop a critical awareness of 

how children are being served, and adopt an ethic of care” (pp. 131-132).     

Considering these stories, one may infer that female state superintendents face 

common day-to-day challenges in their respective superintendencies.  To overcome these 

challenges, many tap into their innate leadership characteristics such as collaborating, 

prioritizing, nurturing, and carefully considering how each decision impacts the children 

for whom they serve.  Interestingly, these characteristics are generally ascribed to the 

female gender (Dopp & Sloan, 1986; Haar, 2002; Isernhagen, 2002; Pankake, Schroth, & 

Funk, 2002; Witmer, 2006; Brunner & Grogan, 2007), suggesting that perhaps females 

are best equipped to address and balance the many personal, professional, and political 

demands of the state superintendency.  “Sometimes stereotypical women’s ways of 
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nurturing, collaborating, and caring for others are not female, but are, in fact, critical 

components of successful leadership” (Pankake, Schroth, & Funk, 2002, p. 77).    

 Importance of relationships. 

As with overcoming self and societal perceptions and dealing with the realities of 

the position, participants also noted the importance of building and maintaining 

relationships in the state superintendency.  In concert with representations created 

through the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) interview, which will be discussed later in this 

chapter, participants indicated varying degrees of relationships and their corresponding 

importance in their lives and leadership. 

Jane, the only elected state superintendent in the study, advised that one must 

“make friends before you need them” (personal communication, January 4, 2013). 

Likewise, Donna suggested that one should focus on “maintaining relationships and just 

generally being kind to people and not burning bridges” because of the cyclical nature of 

the work (personal communication, January 12, 2013).  Sally, on the other hand, 

mentioned the need to build and maintain relationships because the state superintendent is 

charged with being the “caretakers of this country’s most precious natural resource, our 

children” (personal communication, February 12, 2013). Margaret and Christine likewise 

mentioned the need to develop relationships with various stakeholders to build coalitions 

and impact positive change.  

Linda and Ester did not directly comment on the importance of building and 

maintaining relationships; however, their anecdotes shed light on why doing so is vitally 

important. For instance, Linda mentioned the complex relationship between her state 

board of education and she wherein members know that she is very guarded in what she 
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says publically.  Ester, on the other hand, shared her struggles in conflicting relationships 

between the governor, the state board of education, and herself.    

 In reviewing these shared experiences, one may infer that relationships are 

fundamental building blocks from which all operation, change, and success is built. 

Without strong coalitions, change cannot occur; without trust and support, success cannot 

be attained. This was most apparent in Ester’s experience, when the sting of broken 

relationships ultimately cost her the superintendency. Other stories detailed the positive 

impacts of relationships, yet one thing is clear: whether positive or negative, the 

importance of building and maintaining relationships cannot be overstated (Shakeshaft, 

1987).    

  Navigating politics.  

Closely tied to the aforementioned priori themes, participants discussed an 

emergent theme of navigating politics.  Farmer (2009) suggested that a superintendent 

should recognize the “importance of political skills and diligently [work] to hone them” 

so that “a gradual transformation occurs,” moving the superintendent “away from seeing 

political forces as obstructions to progress and toward visualizing political forces as 

integral stakeholders in the educational process whose contributions are essential in the 

quest to achieve organizational objectives” (p. 32).  Participants in this study concurred: 

navigating politics is a vital component of the state superintendency.  As an elected 

superintendent, Jane, in particular, mentioned the brutal nature of political jockeying, 

alignment, and elections; however, other participants noted the struggles they too faced in 

dealing with the political nature of the position.  For instance, Sally commented on the 

importance of depersonalizing the work, choosing words carefully, doing one’s 
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homework, and aligning support for initiatives rather than ever going into situations 

“cold” (personal communication, February 12, 2013).  Linda suggested that partisan 

politics hinder progress; as such, she guards her personal political affiliation and strives 

to work in a “bipartisan manner” (personal communication, February 15, 2013). 

Similarly, Christine stressed the importance of adhering to one’s core values rather than 

becoming “politically involved” and potentially losing sight of the work (personal 

communication, March 10, 2013). Politics eventually got the best of Ester, whose career 

ultimately succumbed to negative political attacks from her former governor.   

One may deduce that politics plays a major role in one’s ability to lead in the state 

superintendency.  In fact, Margaret signified that, regardless of the situation or initiative, 

“there’s still politics with a little ‘p’ somewhere in it”; thus it behooves state 

superintendents to be cognizant of and address political influence and nuances (personal 

communication, February 11, 2013).   

 Gender and the journey. 

Varying experiences of gender and the journey served as the only divergent theme 

of the research.  Each participant commented on whether or not they felt as though 

gender played a role in their ability to lead in the state superintendency.  Jane, for 

example, suggested that, “as a female [her] tenacity and perseverance have been 

underestimated” (personal communication, January 4, 2013); likewise, Sally mentioned 

that she “believe[s] while people certainly respect [her], [she is] a girl” (personal 

communication, February 12, 2013).     

Yet interestingly, when asked to expound upon their personal experiences with 

gender and the journey, many of the participants indicated that they did not feel as though 
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gender was an issue in their role as state superintendent.  Their shared stories, however, 

seemingly contradicted their assertions.  For instance, Margaret indicated that she broke a 

number of “glass ceilings” early in her career and that subsequently gender did not play a 

role in her journey to the state superintendency (personal communication, February 11, 

2013). One may argue, however, that gender did play a role; namely, her overcoming 

obstacles early in her career enabled her to move forward on leadership paths that 

ultimately lead to the state superintendency.    

Likewise, Christine noted that gender may have hampered her earlier career 

pursuits but not her attainment of the state superintendency.  Although she eventually 

secured position, these hindrances delayed her ascension many years because of 

antiquated gender inequities regarding motherhood and leadership.  Similarly, Donna said 

that gender did not present an issue on her journey to the state superintendency; however, 

she mentioned an instance in which men tried to keep her in her “woman’s place” 

(personal communication, January 12, 2013).   

Lastly, Sally and Linda indicated that gender did not play a role in their 

attainment of their respective superintendencies. Yet, both of these women followed 

strong female predecessors who essentially paved the way for their successes.  This 

leaves one to wonder: Had they not followed such driving female forces, what would 

their journeys have looked like?      

Participants’ Own Words: The Self-in-Relationship (SIR) Protocol 

 For this section interview portion, participants were asked to consider the ways in 

which they conceptualize themselves in relationship to their work colleagues, state boards 

of education, families, significant others/confidants, and selves.  To demonstrate this, 
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participants utilized the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) protocol, a three-part interview 

wherein participants generated, classified, and evaluated their unique representations in 

reflection of their relationship with the aforementioned categories.  Data collected via the 

SIR protocol provided a deeper glimpse into the nature of relationships as previously 

discussed.     

To illustrate how participants conceptualized the aforementioned relationships, 

each participant was asked to provide five adjectives to signify how she would describe 

herself in relationship to each of these categories.  Then, after generating adjectives to 

identify how one describes herself in relationship to the five categories, each participant 

in the study was asked to evaluate whether she would label her provided adjectives as 

positive, negative, or mixed in connotation.  To do so, participants were asked to place a 

plus sign (+) for positive, a minus sign (-) for negative, or a plus and a minus sign (+/-) 

for mixed (both positive and negative) connotation for each of adjective.   

For the second SIR portion of each interview, participants were asked to review 

their adjectives and connotative designations and were then instructed to place each Post-

it note on the bulls-eye as such: the words that best describe and are most important to 

who the participant is were placed in the center ring; the words that least describe and are 

least important to who the participant is were placed in the outer ring; those of moderate 

influence or importance were placed in the middle ring.   

The final component of the SIR protocol required participants to evaluate self-

classifications by answering the following questions: 

1. Do you think this represents your life? What does this picture mean to you? 

2. What role do you think being a female plays in this picture? 
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Each participant thus reflected on her unique creation and offered explanations for her 

chosen adjectives, connotations, and classifications on the SIR bulls-eye; from this, each 

articulated her thoughts and feelings of the representation.   

 What the SIR revealed. 

 In reviewing participants’ adjectives, connotations, and classifications, several 

common threads arose that both directly and indirectly aided in further data analysis of 

the open-ended interview section.  As discussed in Chapter 4, most participants classified 

their adjectives as positive (+) or mixed (+/-); these words were mostly placed in the 

“most important” or “somewhat important” rings.  Words designated as negative (-) were 

all placed in the outer “least important” ring, yet there were few adjectives labeled as 

negative (emphatic, subdued, gossipy, guarded, and complainer).  In reviewing their 

adjectives, connotations, and classifications, several participants indicated that they were 

probably “too positive” in their initial responses.     

With regard to the SIR bulls-eye representations, it seemed as though adjective 

placement depended on service; for example, participants who currently serve as state 

superintendents classified adjectives differently from participants who served as former 

state superintendents.  For instance, current female state superintendents positioned more 

adjectives describing their relationships with their state boards of education and work 

colleagues as “most important” (reflective, idea-generator, listener, optimistic, 

negotiator, driven, centered, fun, respectful, engaged, thankful, honest, focused, teaching, 

learning, and professional), whereas former female state superintendents primarily 

placed adjectives describing self and family in the center ring (supportive, caring, 

nurturer, planning, communicating, loving, understanding, futurist, worrier, and thinker).  
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Contrastingly, most former state superintendents placed adjectives describing 

relationships with their state boards of education and work colleagues in the “somewhat 

important” or “least important” rings (collegial, careful, impatient, focused, busy, affable, 

advisor, collaborator, probing, listener, prepared, respectful, and guarded). 

With regard to participants’ relationships with significant others/confidants, one 

participant indicated that she is divorced and another that she is single. Many of the other 

participants shared that their significant others/confidants have played a supporting role 

in their careers.  As such, in describing relationships with significant others/confidants, 

most participants, regardless of current or former service, positioned those descriptors in 

the “somewhat important” or “least important” rings (supportive, empathizer, indirect, 

structured, opinionated, relaxed, comfortable, enjoyable, pleased, caring, open, sharing, 

and humorous).  

From this, one may deduce that the state superintendency is an all-consuming 

position. While in service, personal relationships with family and significant 

others/confidants and internal considerations of self are placed on the back-burner; then, 

when no longer in service, those relationships return to the forefront.  Conversely, while 

in the state superintendency, participants noted that professional relationships with their 

boards of education and work colleagues are of greater importance while relationships 

with family, significant others/confidants, and self take on a lesser role in their lives.  

Christine best described this dynamic: 

My family talks about the toll the job took on me. And I never saw it. And I 

almost think, whether it’s [that I’m] a woman or it was my leadership style or just 

the way I was, I always gave 150%. I worked 18 hour days, never said ‘no,’ 

always was in there. But, my grandson, two weeks after I stepped down from the 

job, he goes ‘Nana, it shows.’ And I said, ‘What shows, [grandson]?’ He goes, 

‘Nan, you would be wired when you came in here. Just wired.’ And—and I think 
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it was that level of tension. Whether because I was a woman it affected me 

differently or not, but the comparison my daughter and this other woman had this 

week: think about Hilary Clinton, how she looks. (personal communication, 

March 10, 2013) 

 

The tension, as Christine suggested, causes a disconnect between self and relationships 

with one’s family and significant others/confidants on one hand and one’s work 

colleagues and state boards of education on the other. 

An interesting juxtaposition: Female district superintendents versus female 

state superintendents.  

In reviewing data from this study with similar studies that employed the SIR 

protocol, I noted various similarities and differences.  Specifically, in juxtaposition with 

Marcus-Simpson’s (2012) and Jones’s (2013) studies, an overarching similarity hinged 

on gender: all of the studies sought to lend voice to female educational leaders.  Another 

similarity stemmed from geographical delimitations, in that Marcus-Simpson and Jones 

both focused on females in Mid-Atlantic States, whereas I focused on females east of the 

Mississippi River.   

The differences, however, are much more intriguing.  A major difference, of 

course, is participants’ level of service as district-level versus state superintendents.  

Also, as noted in the review of the literature, Marcus-Simpson and Jones centered their 

research on African-American female district superintendents.  For the purposes of this 

research, however, participants were chosen based on their gender and service as current 

or former female state superintendents, regardless of race or ethnicity.  Interestingly, 

although no researcher-prescribed delimitation influenced the population’s race or 

ethnicity, participants included six Caucasian females and one African-American female, 

Sally.  In discussion of race, Sally noted that, although she could be considered “twice-
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exceptional” as an African-American and a female, “being a female is far more profound 

than race” (personal communication, February 12, 2013).              

Perhaps the most interesting differences emerged in reflection of SIR 

classifications.  First, participants in this study conceptualized relationships differently 

based upon their proximity to the position: major differences in SIR classifications for 

this research stemmed from participants’ current or former service in the 

superintendency.  As Marcus-Simpson’s and Jones’s participants were all current district 

superintendents, each participant’s experiences were evaluated in real-time; contrastingly, 

participants in this study evaluated experiences both in real-time and in hindsight, 

providing a more diverse, encompassed view of the journey to and service within the 

position.    

The SIR also provided unique insight into how female state superintendents may 

differ from female district superintendents.  For instance, unlike current district 

superintendents who classified relationships with their confidants or significant others 

and families as of high importance, current female state superintendents considered 

relationships with their confidants and/or significant others as “somewhat” or “least 

important” and relationships with their state boards of education and colleagues as “most 

important” instead. Conversely, former female state superintendents answered in the 

opposite.  To better understand why, I revisited the open-ended interview transcriptions 

and discovered an interesting clue: For those who served in the district superintendency 

prior to the state superintendency, participants noted that the state superintendency 

demanded more time and stamina and thus often put relationships with anyone outside of 

their day-to-day professional levels on the back-burner for the duration of their term.            
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What They Didn’t Say: The Female State Superintendent Data Sheet 

To this point, the demographical information obtained through the Female State 

Superintendent Data Sheet (Appendix C) has not been discussed in great detail. Yet some 

of the most poignant conclusions may be drawn from this data; namely, two important 

facets emerged based on what participants wrote rather than what they said: participants’ 

number of children and age.    

Children. 

In reviewing answers on the data sheets, one of the most striking responses was 

for total number of children.  Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer (2006) suggested that “as many 

women strive to satisfy family demands, the constraints imposed by this dominant time 

structure may explain some of the occupational decisions that women make, including 

whether to pursue and/or remain in the superintendency” (p. 492).  Participants in this 

study made the decision to pursue the superintendency, but at what cost to building and 

supporting a family?  At first glance, the number of children may not stand out as a 

component worthy of additional consideration.  Of the three former female state 

superintendents, one indicated “1” child and the other two “2+” children.  All three 

former state superintendents either mentioned their children as participants in various 

moments in their lives or as reasons for how they operated in the position. For instance, 

Ester commented on her children’s unwillingness to move to another state for her career 

opportunities: “My son thought, oh my God, my mother’s going to deny him his right to 

go to high school outside of [undisclosed geographical location in their hometown]. And, 

so I commuted back and forth for 18 months” (personal communication, March 13, 

2013). 
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As mentioned in a previous section, Christine’s grandchild highlighted the mental 

and emotional toll the superintendency took on the family while she was in office. 

Margaret suggested that becoming a mother changed the way she looked at all of the 

students in her care: 

I saw the children, who I was chosen to work on behalf of, as really my children. I 

mean, [undisclosed number] of them, as my responsibility.  And I think that being 

a mother shaped part of that. I mean, frankly, a lot of what I thought about many 

things changed after I was a mother, for the first time. (personal communication, 

February 11, 2013).     

 

This, however, only speaks to children of former state superintendents.  All four current 

female state superintendents indicated “0” children. During the SIR interview portion, 

Linda posed a question to herself regarding her choice to not have children:  

I often think to myself, ‘What would I do if I had my own family I had to take 

care of?’ And quite possible, I wouldn’t be able to juggle. I don’t know that I 

would be able to juggle. So, I have chosen a profession to be my life. I am my 

work.  (personal communication, February 15, 2013) 

 

Donna and Jane did not directly mention their familial choices in the open-ended or SIR 

interviews; however, Sally did comment that she often “look[ed] through the lens of a 

sister, an aunt, you know, from a female’s point of view” rather than a mother when 

considering her role as “caretaker” of the children in her state (personal communication 

February 12, 2013).  Like Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer (2006) suggested, then, perhaps 

these females found it difficult to balance having children and pursuing or attaining the 

state superintendency.    

Age. 

Another interesting finding hinged on age classifications secured from the data 

sheet.  In reviewing participants’ responses, it is clear that most state superintendents take 

on the position later in their careers.  With the exception of Donna, who indicated her age 
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as “45-49,” four participants indicated their age as “over 60” with the other two 

indicating age as “55-59.”  One may wonder why the majority of participants are close to 

or beyond retirement age, yet as Wolverton and Macdonald (2001) suggested, “women 

generally traveled to the superintendency through staff roles and their career mobility 

patterns were more often horizontal” (p. 75).  In comparing these responses with stories 

shared in the open-ended and SIR interview portions, it seems as though their ages reflect 

the diverse experiences they have gained over years of moving up their respective 

leadership ladders.   Regardless of their pathways, a common thread rested on the many 

years these women worked through various positions, whether in school systems or in 

state educational agencies, to ultimately attain the state superintendency.  Their ages, in 

turn, are reflective of their long, arduous journeys.         

Limitations 

In an effort to illumine a gap in the current available literature while amplifying 

the voices of an underrepresented research population, this study was intentionally 

confined to interviewing current and former female state superintendents.  A delimitation 

for research traveling purposes was geography, as I sought participation of current and 

former female state superintendents from east of the Mississippi River. In addition, the 

study was limited to current and former female state superintendents who have served in 

the position within the past ten years.  The study did not expressly focus on age, race, or 

ethnicity; rather, I specifically sought to identify potential shared and unique experiences 

pertaining to gender and the state superintendency.     

Gender, in evaluating the female’s journey to the state superintendency, served as 

the first limitation.  Another centered on the population, in that gaining access to and 
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subsequent availability of securing current state superintendents as participants was 

difficult, given the high-stress, political nature of the position.  Contacting and securing 

participation from former female state superintendents was even more difficult, as public 

contact information is less likely to be available once one leaves the office.   

Likewise, delving deep into the realities of females’ respective journeys to the 

state superintendency reflected some self-restraint due, in large part, to various political 

implications of divulging specific information.  Also, appointed or elected female state 

superintendents serve at the mercy of governors, boards of education, and the voting 

public whose wants, needs, and expectations are ever-changing.  Consequently, I sought 

to make contact and interview both former and current female state superintendents in an 

effort to gain a more in-depth, encompassed understanding of their experiences.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to evaluate the female’s journey to and 

service within the state superintendency to identify any convergent, divergent, or 

emergent themes in an effort to address a gap in the current available literature.  This goal 

was attained through thoughtful analysis of open-ended interview questions and 

participant created Self-in-Relationship (SIR) representations for four current and three 

former female state superintendents.  Based upon the findings of this study, I recommend 

the following for future research: 

1. This study should be replicated and expanded to include other current and former 

female state superintendents located in other geographical regions within the 

United States.  Although generalizibility is not a goal of qualitative research 

(Maxwell, 2005; Creswell, 2007), broadening the sample size in other 
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geographical areas may lend to the development of a deeper understanding of the 

female state superintendency.  

2. To further examine any similarities or differences between genders, this study 

should be replicated and expanded to include current and former male state 

superintendents. 

3. This study should be conducted as a comparative study of female state 

superintendents and other female state political leaders to determine what role 

gender may play in the attainment of and service within other state positions. 

4. To expound upon the data, this qualitative study should be conduct as a mixed-

methods study wherein the Self-in-Relationship (SIR) protocol is quantitatively 

analyzed.   

Closing 

 In conducting this study, a narrow, unexplored gap in the literature has been 

examined.  Through the shared experiences of the participants, female state 

superintendents have been given a voice in the crowd of educational research; in listening 

to their “different voices,” a greater understanding of the convergent, divergent, and 

emergent experiences of these female educational leaders on their respective journeys to 

and services within the state superintendency was attained.  This study spoke to 

Gilligan’s (1993) assertion that: 

In the different voice of women lies the truth of an ethic of care, the tie between 

relationship and responsibility, and the origins of aggression at the failure of 

connection.  The failure to see the different reality of women’s lives and to hear 

the differences in their voices stems in part from the assumption that there is a 

single mode of social experience and interpretation. (p. 173) 

 



  

168 

Each participant shared a story; in each story, the richness and diversity of life and 

experience emerged.  Through their candor, convergent themes of overcoming self and 

societal perceptions, dealing with the realities of the position, and building and 

maintaining relationships were shared; in addition, an emergent theme of navigating 

politics and a divergent theme of gender and the journey surfaced.  As previously 

examined, these themes complemented the limited available literature regarding the 

female superintendency, yet more importantly, participants’ shared experiences paved the 

way for future research regarding the female state superintendency, an underrepresented 

“voice” in the literature.       

Personal Reflection: Taking the ‘Road Less Traveled’ 

At the culmination of this study, I have recognized my own journey is just 

beginning. Since starting my research, I have had to make decisions regarding my 

personal and professional life that have tested traditional gender roles of work and 

domesticity (Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011).  After teaching 

middle-school, high-school, and college-level English, taking on leadership roles as 

department and various committee chairs, and serving in leadership capacities in various 

professional organizations, I realized that I wanted to expand my experience to include 

educational administration.   

During that time, my husband and I had been trying to get pregnant, and, as my 

research centered on women who could balance it all, I thought for certain that I, too, 

would not struggle with taking the “road less traveled” should the opportunity arise.  

Naturally, when an assistant principal vacancy was posted on my division’s website, I 

immediately applied.  Three weeks before I was called in for an interview, my husband 
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and I stood in the bathroom in a euphoric fog with a positive pregnancy test in hand.  For 

the first time in my life, my decision would impact a person other than my husband or 

myself:  would I still work?  Would I stay home? Should I take the administrative 

position, or should I stay in the classroom during my pregnancy and hope another 

position would open the following year?  As I struggled with these questions one night, 

my husband—my rock—leaned over and said, “You know, Sarah, if you don’t take this 

position, you’re taking the more heavily traveled road.  That would go against your 

research, you know?”  He was right.  I accepted the position             

  When news surrounding my pregnancy and my promotion “hit the town,” I was 

bombarded with people’s concern of my ability to balance work and family. One person 

even asked, “How can you be an assistant principal and a mother?” to which I curtly 

replied, “Because it’s not 1947.” I have been amazed by the forwardness of unsolicited 

advice and judgment regarding my choice to be both a mother and a professional. In my 

small community, in particular, society has been slow to embrace female leadership in 

high-visibility, political positions. A perfect example rests in the treatment of our current 

district superintendent, who, as a female, has faced a number of public attacks and 

questions of ability stemming from her gender. Yet in the face of doubt, I have been 

fortunate to have encouragement, support, and guidance from fellow female leaders. 

Most importantly, my research has served as a constant reminder of the resilience of our 

gender. Sharing in the experiences of pioneer leaders such as the female state 

superintendents I had the privilege of interviewing, I have been inspired to take a lesser-

traveled road in my own life. Perhaps my actions will inspire others to do the same.   
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The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost 

 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 

And sorry I could not travel both 

And be one traveler, long I stood 

And looked down one as far as I could 

To where it bent in the undergrowth;  

 

Then took the other, as just as fair, 

And having perhaps the better claim 

Because it was grassy and wanted wear, 

Though as for that the passing there 

Had worn them really about the same, 

 

And both that morning equally lay 

In leaves no step had trodden black. 

Oh, I kept the first for another day!  

Yet knowing how way leads on to way 

I doubted if I should ever come back. 

 

I shall be telling this with a sigh 

Somewhere ages and ages hence: 

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I, 

I took the one less traveled by, 

And that has made all the difference. 
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Appendix A –Information Sheet 

The purpose of this dissertation research study is to examine the role female state 

superintendents. The research study will assist the researcher in understanding the 

leadership of female state superintendents, the barriers encountered by female state 

superintendents, and strategies to encourage other females to aspire to the state 

superintendency.  

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to: 

1.  Take part in the interview process by agreeing to be interviewed for one hour to 

one and one half hours in length. 

2.  Have the interview audio taped. Prior to the tapes being transcribed, all 

identifying information will be removed from the text of the tape. 

3.  Provide the interviewer with a follow-up interview, if necessary, via telephone. 

4.  Provide the interviewer with a résumé or vita.  

5.  Complete the Female State Superintendents Data Sheet. 

Additional information 

1. Superintendents will be assigned pseudonyms and remain anonymous.  

2. Data will be stored on a password-protected computer and locked office 

3. Data will be deleted and/or destroyed upon the completion of the study. 

4. Results of the study will benefit those who are aspiring to the superintendency, 

those who are seeking to elect/appoint women to fill state superintendent 

vacancies, and to provide additional information to the body of literature on 

female superintendents. 

 

Confidentiality  

All information provided will be held confidentially and only reviewed by the 

researchers. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You will be 

provided the opportunity to review transcripts of the interviews.  

Contact Information  

Please contact Dr. Linda Lemasters, Program Coordinator, Educational Leadership 

and Policy Studies at The George Washington University at lindal@gwu.edu if you 

have any questions or concerns. 

To ensure anonymity, your signature is not required in this document unless you 

prefer to sign it. Your willingness to participate in this research study is implied if 

you proceed with completing the interview.  

 

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 

mailto:lindal@gwu.edu
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Appendix B – Female State Superintendent Interview Protocol 

Part A: Open-ended Interview Questions 

1. How long have you been in the state superintendency? 

2. Tell me the story of your success.  

a. What pathway did you take? 

b. What specific decisions did you make to get to your goal? 

3. Briefly explain the process in which you arrived in your position. How did you 

find out about the vacancy? What were the components of the selection process?   

4. In what ways have you been successful in your role as a state superintendent? 

5. Describe the instances in which you felt you were not as successful. 

6. What does it mean to be a female in education? 

7. What challenges do you face in the state superintendency? 

8. What challenges do you face as a female in the state superintendency? 

9. What elements or strategies, if any, have assisted you in the role of state 

superintendent?  

10. As a woman, have you had to shift or change your personality, personal identity, 

or traits as you perform your professional duties? If so, how have you changed? 

Why do you feel that there is a need to adjust your personal characteristics? 

11. What advice would you give other women who desire to become a state 

superintendent? 

12. Would you like to add any remarks before we go to an exercise that will provide 

insight into you as a private and public person? 
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Part B: Self-in-Relationship Interview (SIR) Questions 

I. You are both a public and a private person. Now, I would like to explore with you 

words you would use to describe yourself. 

1. What are five words you would use to describe who you are when you are with 

your work colleagues? 

2. What are five words you would use to describe who you are when you are with 

your family? 

3. What are five words you would use to describe who you are when you are with 

your state board of education? 

4. What are five words you would use to describe who you are when you are with 

your confidant and/or significant other? 

5. What are five words you would use to describe who you are when you are by 

yourself? 

II. Take a moment to review your responses.  Are these words positive, negative, or 

mixed?   

III. Bull’s Eye: Take these post-it notes (use 5 different colors) and place them on the 

target. The words that best describe you, and are most important to who you are, will 

be placed in the center ring. The words that least describe you, and are least 

important to who you are, will go in the outer ring. Those that are a moderate 

influence will be placed in the middle ring. 

IV. (After the interviewee finishes) Do you think this represents your life? What does 

this picture mean to you? 

V. What role do you think being a female plays in this? 
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Appendix C – Female State Superintendent Data Sheet 

Demographical Information 

Please review/provide the following information: 

Marital Status  Age  

Single  Under 35 years of age  

Married  35-39 years of age  

Divorced  40-44 years of age  

Widowed  45-49 years of age  

  50-54 years of age  

Number of Children  55-59 years of age  

  Over 60 years of age  

 

1. What is the highest degree you hold?    

2. Were you an elected or appointed state superintendent?   

  

 

3. Please provide your professional and educational background including 

professional, community, and civic memberships (not included in your attached 

resume).            

           

           

            


