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ABSTRACT
To be successful, future leaders of the school, district, or other levels
will require very different characteristics than those expected of leaders in
the last decade (Fullan, 2000). The purpose of this study was to identify the
key characteristics needed by school district superintendents to meet the
demands of this position in the twenty-first century. The key characteristics
were identified by exemplary superintendents who had been recognized for
their effectiveness. The ten most frequently identified characteristics were
then analyzed for commonalities and anomalies. A selected group of survey
respondents also participated in semi-structured interviews to develop an
understanding of the context surrounding the characteristic selections.
This study of the key characteristics of effective superintendent
indicates that an effective Arizona school superintendent for the 21st century
must be centered on having the capacity, knowledge and aspirations to
develop a collaborative relationship-driven culture. This study suggested
both quantitatively and qualitatively that the development of positive
relationships with all educational stakeholders was imperative to the success
of the superintendent. Practicing and future superintendents will need to
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have superior interpersonal skills to be successful in the 21st century.
Practicing and future superintendents will need to have superior
interpersonal skills and it is the responsibility of university programs and
professional organizations to provide opportunities for the development of
these skills.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
The educational environment in Arizona, as it is in many parts of the
United States, is filled with angst and uncertainty about how to meet the
needs of students in the twenty-first century. The concerns topping the list in
Arizona include meeting the accountability requirements of the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001 (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001: Academic
Assessment and Local Educational Agency and School Improvement, 2002),
addressing the needs of English Language Learners, and the impact of
decreasing monetary and human resources.
Arizona is making progress in meeting the accountability
requirements of NCLB. The state consistently scores above the national
average on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
mathematics and reading tests (Education Trust, 2006a; National Center for
Educational Statistics [NCES], 2007). These test results remain promising
even when scores are compared based on ethnicity and poverty indicators.
The NAEP data results are consistent with the data results of the stateadministered assessment, the Arizona Instrument to Measure the Standards
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(AIMS). AIMS data demonstrates continued improvement in the average
scores when reviewed across all grade levels and subgroups in reading and
math. This analysis of the data indicates that 69% of all students are meeting
or exceeding the standards (Arizona Department of Education, 2007a).
While these data paint a positive picture of academic achievement,
Arizona continues to use state funding formulas for schools that have
traditionally resulted in the state ranking among the lowest funding rates in
the United States (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2005).
Additionally, from the Elementary and Secondary Education Act Title I
program, Arizona schools receive the lowest per student allocation
(Education Trust, 2006b). These funding shortages continue to limit the
ability of educational leaders to provide the technological base for students
to be competitive in the global market of the twenty-first century.
Arizona is also experiencing a shortage of human resources including
inadequate numbers of teachers available for hire for general and special
education classes (Gau, Palmer, Melnick, & Heffernon, 2003). These teacher
shortages often limit the educational community’s ability to provide the
range of classes needed to provide Arizona’s students with the skills (inquiry
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based learning, critical thinking development, linguistics, and technology)
needed to compete in our global economy. In addition to the teacher
shortage, there is a reported shortage of educational leaders including
superintendents (Cooper, 2007). Having access to such limited resources
while continuing to meet the trend for increased academic achievement is a
challenge unique to superintendents across Arizona.
The report A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in
Education [NCEE], 1983) placed education at the forefront of the national
agenda, and for the last twenty-five years, the rhetoric about public schools
has changed very little. During this period, the leadership of public schools,
particularly the superintendent, has remained central to the “crisis” of
education. Throughout the state of Arizona, education stakeholders (i.e.
political leaders, community members, parents, teachers, and students) agree
that the condition of education in the state is at a crisis level. “Who will lead
the public schools out of the crisis?” In spite of poor funding and teacher
shortages, some districts are doing better than others. Some research has
indicated that leadership in the superintendency makes a difference (Björk &
Kowalski, 2005; English & Anderson, 2005).
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District superintendents are the key educational leaders and are
charged with leading our schools out of this crisis (Glass & Franceschini,
2007). They play a pivotal role in the success of each school as well as the
district as a whole. What are the key characteristics that these leaders must
have? What are the characteristics that current exemplary superintendents
deem as key to successfully leading a school district in Arizona?
Purpose of the Study
Superintendents are the leaders of the educational community and
therefore are responsible for the educational success of their students and for
all aspects of the management of their district. To ensure quality education,
each school district must be managed and led by an effective school
superintendent who has the expertise, responsibility, and position to manage
the district’s future. The American Association of School Administrators’
Commission on Standards for the Superintendency stated:
To a great extent, the quality of America’s schools
depends on the effectiveness of school superintendents. These
executives of our nation’s schools have complex leadership
responsibilities, and those who hold the position must be must
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be among the brightest and best our society has to offer. Their
vision and performance must focus on creating schools that will
inspire our children to become successful, caring Americans,
capable of becoming contributing citizens of the world (as cited
in Hoyle, Björk, Collier, & Glass, 2005, p.13).
As this role has evolved, the characteristics of those who effectively hold
this role have also had to evolve. The American Association of School
Administrators (AASA) 2000 study of the American School
Superintendency gathered information on numerous personal characteristics
of current superintendents (Glass, Björk, & Brunner, 2000). The authors
reported that their findings are consistent with the findings of recent scholars
such as Kowalski (1995b), Björk and Kowalski (2005), Cooper, Fusarelli &
Carella (2000), English & Anderson (2005), and Björk & Keedy (2001). The
findings of the AASA study show that most current superintendents are
white (94.4%), male (86.6%), married (92.4%), of middle age (76.7%), and
have advanced degrees in educational administration (51%) (Glass &
Franceschini, 2007).
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In addition to the personal and demographic characteristics indentified
in the research, there is a plethora of characteristics defined in the research
and literature to describe successful superintendents (such as Marzano,
Waters & McNulty, 2005; Björk & Kowalski, 2005). Despite the extensive
research on successful superintendents it is important to note that there is no
single comprehensive list. Smith and Piele (1996) contributed this to the
phenomena of every researcher who studies the dimensions of a leader
comes up with a slightly different or substantially different list.
This study’s purpose is to add to the research by drawing upon the
knowledge of exemplary superintendents speaking in the context of their
daily experiences. In an effort to identify the key characteristics of an
Arizona superintendent in the twenty-first century, this study attempts to
identify those common characteristics exemplary Arizona superintendents
consider the most important within the superintendency based upon the
criteria identified by the Arizona School Boards Association (ASBA)
superintendent selection criteria. This research data will inform school
boards as they seek to hire new superintendents in the future. Additionally,
this study intends to contribute to the leadership knowledge base by
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identifying the most commonly selected characteristics of effective
superintendents based on the perceptions of current and past exemplary
superintendents. The leadership knowledge base will be further enhanced as
this information will be gathered through the contextual lens of current and
past exemplary superintendents.
Statement of the Problem
As stated earlier, there has been a significant amount of research on
successful educational leadership and the characteristics found in these
leaders. However much of this research has been focused on the
principalship (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty,
2003). This void in the research has been addressed to some extent by the
AASA’s State of the Superintendency decade studies that have provided
valuable information since 1923. However, the data cannot always tell the
complete story. Kowalski and Brunner (2005) state that:
Much has been written about the school district
superintendent over the past 100 years. Nevertheless, many
aspects of this pivotal position merit further study. This is true
in large measure because practice in all administrative positions
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is influenced substantially by context, that is, the conditions
under which a practitioner applies his or her knowledge. (p.
160)
In order for the research base to deepen, research must be conducted
to gather the context of the work as well as the character of the work. The
goal of this study was to indentify the characteristics considered necessary
for a school district superintendent to meet the demands of this position in
the complex educational environment of the twenty-first century.
Furthermore, the study intends to add to the deepening of the knowledge
base by addressing the perspective surrounding the work as well.
The research questions are as follows:
1. What key characteristics do exemplary superintendents identify as
most important for an effective superintendent in Arizona in the
twenty-first century?
2. What explains the selected key characteristics that are not held in
common by the majority of survey superintendents?
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Professional Significance of the Study
A set of common characteristics necessary for a successful
superintendent can be derived from a compilation of research-based key
characteristics identified by recognized exemplary superintendents. There
are several reasons why a study of the characteristics of superintendents and
the context in which they work are significant.
1. The research is designed to expand the knowledge base of
preferred superintendent qualities and may be relevant to aspiring
superintendents, school board members, and institutions that
provide training for superintendents.
2. The findings may provide aspiring superintendents, school board
members, and members of search committees with empirical data
for use when seeking to fill a superintendency vacancy.
3. This study will contribute to existing studies on key characteristics
of superintendents.
4. The research may also provide valuable insight to universities,
professional organizations, and the Arizona State Board of
Education in planning the professional and personal development
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opportunities needed to prepare aspiring and support current
superintendents.
Assumptions of the Study
The following assumptions were made in carrying out this study:
1. The participants are capable of identifying characteristics deemed
important and relevant for success in a superintendent’s position.
2. Participants adequately understood the role of the superintendent in
Arizona.
3. Implicitly, the study assumes that all superintendents’ practice with
a core set of responsibilities. This assumption implies that there is
no meaningful difference in superintendent roles across districts. It
is highly unlikely that this assumption is true. However, there is no
evidence in the literature that suggests differences in
superintendents’ roles and responsibilities across districts affect
others’ perceptions of essential characteristics.
Methods
This multiple case study is designed to show that a list of common
characteristics of a successful superintendent can be developed from the
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input of recognized successful superintendents. The case study may also
show why some of these identified successful superintendents selected
characteristics that are not held in common with the majority of the group
surveyed. Using data provided by the Arizona School Board Association
(ASBA) database, 17 superintendents who have been identified as
exemplary superintendents based upon their recognition through either the
Arizona School Administrators All-Arizona Superintendent of the Year
Award (Arizona Award) or Arizona’s Nominee for the American
Association of School Administrators Superintendent of the Year Award
(National Award) were invited to participate in this study.
Each participant was provided a survey that listed characteristics of
leaders. The survey was developed by the Arizona School Board Association
( ASBA) as the criteria for superintendent search selection criteria ( ASBA,
2008) and offered 28 characteristics which mirrored those used to determine
a superintendent’s exemplary status as an Arizona Superintendent of the
Year (Arizona School Administrators Association (AZSA), 2007). Each
participant was requested to select the ten key characteristics which led
him/her to be identified as an exemplary superintendent.
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The second phase of the study was designed to illuminate the context
of the superintendency by interviewing those participants whose responses
were not in common with the majority. As a result of the analysis of these
survey data, six of the responding superintendents were selected to
participate in a non-structured interview.
Limitations of the Study
There are a number of limitations the reader should be aware of while
reviewing this study. The leaders included in this study were previous or
current Arizona superintendents, members of the Arizona School
Administrators organization and had all received the Arizona Award or the
National Award. This limited sample resulted in a relatively small and fixed
number of participants thus limiting the variability of the population’s
demographics such as gender, ethnicity, and age. The sample was also
limited in the areas of length of time in service, education level, and marital
status. While the study was limited in scope and specific geographic
location, efforts were made to ensure the heterogeneity of the sample by
including equal numbers of school district leaders in small, medium, and
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large school districts from across the state of Arizona. These items may limit
the generalization of this study beyond the current scope.
Results of the study were based on data collected from those who
chose to respond to the survey and those who agreed to be interviewed. Selfreported responses sometimes impact the reliability and validity of the
resulting data. This may occur due to ambiguous concepts or unknown
phrases. An additional concern of self-reported data is the potential for
respondents to be sensitive to particular questions and/or the concepts they
represent and therefore feel pressured to provide (perhaps socially desirable)
response that are less than accurate (Mayer, 1999).
Definitions of Key Terms
Exemplary superintendent. An exemplary superintendent has been
identified based upon his/her recognition through either the Arizona School
Administrators All-Arizona Superintendent of the Year award (Arizona
Award) or Arizona’s Nominee for the American Association of School
Administrators Superintendent of the Year award (National Award).
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Characteristic-listing survey. The characteristic-listing survey was
developed by the ASBA and lists the 28 characteristics that are identified as
key characteristics of a superintendent.
Organization of the Study
This study consists of five chapters. Chapter one introduces the
problem of the study. Additionally, the first chapter provides an overview of
the theory and research behind the study, the significance of the study, posits
the research questions, describes the importance of the study to the field,
recognizes the limitations, and provides definitions of terms found
throughout the study.
Chapter two is a review of the literature. The literature review
describes the evolution of school leadership, the current state of the
superintendency, the breadth of the superintendency, and the research
supporting each key characteristic on the listing survey.
Chapter three describes the methodology applied to the research data.
This multiple case study is designed to show that a list of common
characteristics of a successful superintendent can be developed from of
previously recognized successful superintendents. The case study may also
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illustrate why some of these identified successful superintendents selected
characteristics that are not held in common with the majority of the
superintendents surveyed.
Chapter four provides the results of the data collection. The data from
the study was collected from current and past recipients of the Arizona
Award or Arizona’s Nominee for the National Award who selected the key
characteristics of a superintendent. Additional data was collected through a
sample of semi-structured interviews.
Chapter five concludes the study by providing a summary of the study
and its processes, limitations, and delimitations. Furthermore, this chapter
provides the study’s conclusions as well as recommendations for further
study and practice.
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CHAPTER 2
SURVEY OF THE LITERATURE
For more than a hundred years, the leadership of public schools in
America has been a collaborative endeavor between laypersons and
professional educators. Elected and appointed community members have
provided policy direction and employed educational administrators to
implement those policies through local school boards (Björk & Kowalski,
2005; Kowalski, 1995a).
While it is imperative that the superintendent and the school board
work together toward the success of the schools, in general, the
superintendent is responsible for the instructional leadership and daily
management of the district. In Arizona, superintendents are appointed by a
local or county board. They serve as the chief executive officer and chief
educational officer for the district. Their responsibilities include developing
and communicating a clear vision statement, monitoring the performance of
students and staff, developing and implementing a student services program,
overseeing the financial management of the district, and ensuring the district
complies with federal and state laws as well as district policies. The
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superintendent does not hold the authority to hire or fire school district
personnel; he/she can only recommend the hiring or termination to the local
school board (Arizona Department of Education, 2007b; Arizona Revised
Statutes, 2007). The successful administration of all of these responsibilities
requires a unique blend of characteristics. The current educational leadership
research literature is replete with studies of characteristics of leadership;
however there is only limited research in which recognized exemplary
superintendents identified the characteristics that they believed to be the
keys to their success.
This review will begin with an overview of the development of the
school leadership across the United States. A historical perspective of
leadership theory will then be provided. Finally, a synopsis of the
development and interactions of the superintendency roles will be discussed.
The Progression of School Leadership
In the early years of development, American public schools were
directly controlled by local citizens in town meetings. “School enrollment
was low, classrooms were often borrowed or rented, and there were not
budgets for supplies, textbooks, or anything else beyond the pitiful wage of
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the teacher” (Eaton, 1990, p.12). By the mid-nineteenth century as schools
grew in size, number, and importance, these structures for governance
changed. Citizen leaders recognized “the people of the towns were no longer
able en mass to handle intelligently those educational matters relating to the
teaching function of the school” (Cubberley, 1922, p.76). The first school
“leadership committees” consisted of “the learned men of the town” and
originated in the New England states around the mid-1800’s. Eventually, by
the end of the 19th century, all organized schools, whether in the city, county,
or rural areas, acquired an elected or appointed “Board of Education”. The
new governance entity was soon legitimized by state statutes, rules and
regulations (Cremin, 1988).
State Boards of Education
In the 19th century, a majority of states created “state” boards of
education, employing superintendents at the state level to oversee thousands
of public school districts (Wilson, 1960). In numerous states, counties
followed and formed lay boards and hired superintendents at the county
level to aid the state by providing regulation and service for local districts
(Kowalski, 1995b). The county superintendent usually served as the
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“inspector” of rural schools, held “teacher institutes”, and granted teacher
certification. Today, approximately 39 states, including Arizona, have
retained the three levels of public school governance while other states have
eliminated the county system altogether (Education Commission of the
States [ECS], 1999).
The Beginning of Professional Educational Leadership
Beginning in the early 19th century, the laudable efforts of common
school advocates such as Horace Mann and Henry Barnard led to the
establishment of universal schooling comprised of “districts” possessing
legal standing as corporate and political entities with the ability to levy and
disburse taxes, to own land and buildings, to meet payrolls of teachers and
district employees, and to require pedagogical and managerial leadership
(Eaton, 1990). The multitude of managerial activities, overseen by part-time
and uncompensated district school board members evolved into the duties of
professional managers or superintendents by the 20th century (Kowalski,
1995a).
Although a primitive form of the “superintendency” existed in the
colonial era, it did not develop into an identifiable profession until the late
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19th century (Tyack & Hansot, 1982). Early superintendents served in larger
towns which possessed numerous “schoolhouses”. Often their duties
included being the “head teacher”, a supervisor of both teachers and
students. Business duties remained in the hands of the local board or a
business manager who reported directly to the board without directly
interacting with the superintendent. District administrations with dual
leaders generally disappeared after the expansion of the instructional
superintendent role into that of a general superintendent (Carter &
Cunningham, 1997).
Common School Advocates
Many early superintendents were educational reformers and
championed the common school movement in the political arena. Their
efforts were supported by other social and political “progressives” interested
in “mass” public education. The primary objective of common school
reformers was to rally and to encourage communities to support the concept
of a free and public education and to establish local school systems
(districts). This new institution was to benefit the people and to be governed
by the people (Björk & Kowalski, 2005).
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These early reformers and educational leaders are commonly
portrayed by educational historians as “educational missionaries” traveling
through towns and rural areas preaching the “gospel” of free public
education (Björk, Glass, & Brunner, 2005). Many of these common school
crusaders regarded themselves as “God’s chosen agents” (Tyack & Hansot,
1982).
First Superintendents
The first superintendents were appointed in the big cities of the day as
these school systems were the first to identify a need for professional
management. The growing number of school buildings, level of
responsibility, and time commitments were the impetus to this realization
(Cubberley, 1922). In the beginning, local lay board members oversaw the
few multiple room schools. As the number of students increased “coupled
with the embarrassment of discovering that the learned masters knew much
more about the processes of learning than did the laymen” (Wilson, 1960,
p.7), the necessity for full-time, qualified supervision became apparent to
both state and local leaders.
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In the late 1830’s, the first “city superintendents” were appointed in
Buffalo, New York, and Louisville, Kentucky. By 1870, there were 29
superintendents employed in large districts. Only 13 of the then 37 states had
a local school superintendent (Cubberley, 1922). The number of city
superintendents continued to grow proportionably to the rapid increases in
urban population.
Early superintendents were granted minimal powers and were subject
to strict supervision by boards and board members (Tyack & Hansot, 1982).
Generally, most school superintendents were assigned managerial functions
and the role of supervising teachers and instruction while the board or a
separately employed business manager handled the business side of running
the schools (Cubberley, 1922). In some districts, a non-educator was hired to
carry out the duties of a school board clerk. Only in the 20th century did
large city superintendents gain nearly total operational control of instruction
and administration (Wilson, 1960).
Administrative Progressives
The development of “professional educational management” as a
lifelong career for non-teaching educators was a direct result of World War I
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(Cremin, 1961). The large and complex management tasks associated with
the war effort led to the development and implementation of Fredrick
Taylor’s principles of “scientific management” in the industrial, corporate,
and educational world. Prominent former superintendents serving as the first
“professors of educational administration” transported the principles of
“scientific management” to the management of large city schools.
These founders of the modern superintendency included Ellwood
Cubberley, George Strayer, and Frank Spaulding. Joined by political
“progressives”, superintendents, and other professors, they constituted an
“educational trust” influencing national and state educational policy
(Callahan, 1962).
These administrative progressives proselytizing the efficiency of
scientific management principles were the fathers not only of the modern
superintendency but also the educational administration professoriate (Tyack
& Hansot, 1982). Trust members were not only leading professors in
graduate schools of education and pioneer superintendents, but they also
controlled the placement of new superintendents in big city districts insuring
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the implementation of their belief systems of superintendents as “chief
executive officers” (Björk & Kowalski, 2005).
With Cubberley, Strayer, and Spaulding aggressively advocating for
the cause of the common school movement, a new generation of full-time
executive educational leaders in the big city schools evolved (Glass et al.,
2000). Though this crusade was more secular than previous crusades, the
men of the “educational trust” perceived themselves as “missionaries” who
possessed the instruments of scientific advancement that would empower
them to improve society through public education (Tyack & Hansot, 1982).
The Progressive Movement and Scientific Management
During the first quarter of the 20th century, the administrative
progressives built alliances with influential school boards, school
administrators, and big business (Björk & Kowalski, 2005). Educational
reform shifted away from “a revivalist Protestant republican ideology to the
language of science and business efficiency” (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p.
107). Instead of mobilizing the people to support public education, the
administrative progressives sought to remove politics from the schools and
“to shift decision making upward and inward in hierarchical systems of
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management” (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p. 107). The result of the education
trust was to remove the large district governance from direct involvement of
citizens to an elitist civic leadership based on scientific management, and
business practices. As school boards of the time were dominated by the
business elite, the shift to “scientific management” was both plausible and
inevitable (Glass, 2000).
The “scientific management” movement would mold schools and the
preparation and practice of educational administrators for the future (Glass,
et al., 2000). Frederick Taylor, a mechanical engineer with a history of
organizational management initiated the managerial concept of “scientific
management”. His emphasis on time management, specialized skill, and
efficiency not only influenced school management in the early 20th century
but is still a fixture in many current school organizations (Tyack & Hansot,
1982). Specifically, “Taylorism” shifts responsibility for organizational
functions from the worker to the manager. The leader-manager then
determines the most efficient form of production. As large city school
districts were rapidly growing to contain hundreds of school buildings, it
was understandable that superintendents would adopt the management
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model of large private sector organizations. Superintendents embracing
Taylor’s efficiency methods probably received approval from their elite
boards which were predominately comprised of business executives and
professionals (Björk & Kowalski, 2005).
In 1913, Franklin Bobbitt was first credited with conceptually
adopting “Taylorisms” to a school system (Campbell, Fleming, Newell, &
Bennion, 1987). Bobbitt saw the school as a factory, the child as material
and product, and the teacher as the worker. The step-by-step processes given
to teachers were designed to parallel those of moving pig iron given to
laborers (Tyack & Hansot, 1982). Other similarities to factory productivity
involved measuring efficiency.
Factory productivity was easily measured in time and weight. As a
consequence of the legitimization of testing by the military on army recruits
in World War I (Ravitch, 2000), school efficiency came to be measured
using achievement tests and teacher rating forms (Callahan, 1962).
The application of this “quasi-business” model to school districts
meant “a significant degree of control over decision making was moved
from boards of education into the hands of the superintendent” (Glass et al.,
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2000, p.2). This transformation changed educational leadership from “the
keepers of the knowledge” to anti-intellectual business managers (Campbell,
et al., 1987). Additionally, this change resulted in the creation of the role of
the executive superintendent in the large city districts. However, the role of
the superintendent remained unchanged in the thousands of smaller local and
county districts and the joint role of principal/superintendent remained in the
very smallest of districts. In rural Arizona, this dual role remains intact
today.
Taylor’s principles have never disappeared from school
administration while other management models such as total quality
management have come and gone (Glass, 2006). In reality, the concepts of
supervision, specialization, and regulated time became an integral part of the
“classical” approach to administrative studies in the late 1930’s and 1940’s
and continue to influence study and practice of current educational
administration (Campbell et al., 1987). Moreover, “Taylorism” is still found
in educational administration preparation programs and is distinctly a part of
the hierarchical bureaucracy and organizational chain of command found in
current public school systems (Chapman, 1997). “Scientific management”
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has been criticized for decades for various organizational ills, but
“Taylorism” still persists and is most frequently found in large urban
districts (Callahan, 1962).
Corporate Model
In the early 20th century, the influence of business on large district
management increased significantly as successful leaders of large businesses
served as board members who, in turn, hired and fired the superintendent
(Callahan, 1962). Callahan’s (1962) premise was that the superintendent
works in a highly vulnerable position because he or she is not able to act
independently, particularly with the funds necessary to operate public
schools, without school board approval (Lutz & Mertz, 1992).
In the 1920’s and 1930’s, administrative progressives crusaded
vehemently to rework the governance of urban education in order to
maintain their power. New advocates of professional management along
with their allies, the elite business and professional groups, sought to remove
the old partisan political management of schools replacing it with a
corporate model of decision making (Björk & Kowalski, 2005). The
advocated corporate model was to be designed as central school boards
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which represented the schools stakeholders. It was envisioned that these
members would be successful men elected or appointed at large from the
entire city. These board members “were expected to act as policy-making
bodies delegating actual management to trained professional
superintendents” (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p. 107). The idea of depoliticizing school boards was to result in elimination of graft, corruption,
and make systems more efficient thus more effective. Writers such as
Raymond Callahan bemoaned the dominance of large city superintendents
practicing the tenets of scientific management while side-stepping the role of
instructional leader (Callahan, 1962).
Despite a recognized change in the superintendency, university-based
educational administration programs did not attempt to provide specialized
training for the preparation of superintendents until after the position had
been well established in the early 20th century (Tyack & Hansot, 1982).
Overall, the early pioneers of the superintendency lead the way through trial
and error to the establishment of professional educational leadership.
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Practice into Theory
The majority of the early professors of educational administration
such as Cubberley, Strayer, Bobbitt, Elliot, and Spaulding were former
superintendents who turned to the classroom to train students for
superintendencies across the country (Glass, et al., 2000). They used their
own experiences to develop textbooks which were compendiums of
comprehensive and systematic “best practices” (Eaton, 1990). Although
others such as Strayer, Engelhardt, Alexander, and Mort published general
administrative texts, it was Cubberley who dominated the market prior to
1933. The importance of these texts was their influence on prospective
superintendents in the development of a model for the practice of the
superintendency (Eaton, 1990).
Unfortunately, very little data exists portraying actual role activities of
superintendents of districts of varying sizes. Most descriptive data
concerning superintendent roles is found in the “Ten Year” studies of the
superintendency conducted by the National Education Association (later the
American Association of School Administrators) beginning in 1910. In
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general, boards and superintendents have adopted the educational
bureaucracy as the means to govern school districts (Glass, 2006).
Early School Administration Models.
The democratic view of school administration originally developed in
the early 1900’s in reaction to the use of some autocratic and authoritarian
administrative supervisory practices (Campbell et al., 1987). Democratic
administration was a home-grown philosophy of school management
founded on beliefs about democratic rights, individual welfare, and a need
for cooperation in human enterprise (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). The most noted
advocates of democratic administration were the philosopher John Dewey
and sociologist George Counts (Campbell et al., 1987). Additional concepts
of school administration based on cooperation, participation, and democracy
emerged during the Great Depression and after World War II. The school as
the agency of society and the school as a pioneer in society are two
additional educational philosophies found in educational administration
textbooks of the 1930’s and 1940’s (Newsom, Langfit, & Aseltine, 1940).
Another philosophy that impacted the development of educational
leadership was the human relations movement which originated in industrial
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and social science research approximately at the same time as democratic
administration began to question certain aspects of scientific management. It
was not until the 1940’s that superintendents and principals began to utilize
the concepts of human relations in public school administration. Although
very similar to the concept of democratic administration, there were
significant ideological differences in human motivation theory (Bass, 1991).
An example of the differences of the two management models was
that human relations practices typically encouraged educators to focus more
on solving person based administrative problems rather than democratizing
schools. The focus of the human relations group was on the individual while
the democracy advocates saw addressing the needs of the group to be more
important in schools (Campbell et al., 1987). Despite the influence of
democratic administration and human relations movements, scientific
movements continued to heavily influence the methodologies of public
school administration (Griffiths, 1966).
Professional Organizations Impact
In the summer of 1947, a national group of leading professors and
practitioners convened to assess “the changing nature of administrative
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practice, the growing need for theory and research, and emerging demands
on graduate programs” (Campbell et al., 1987, pp. 13-14). This group later
formalized into the National Council of Professors of Educational
Administration (NCPEA) and became an important means of linking
educational leadership scholars with district level practitioners across the
nation (Griffiths, 1959).
The milestone meeting of the NCPEA was in 1954 when invited
social science scholars met with the educational administration professoriate.
Two paths of discussion emerged from the exchange: “they challenged the
type of thinking which had been prevalent in educational administration, and
second, they offered many suggestions for new approaches into thinking in
the field” (Griffiths, 1959).
The W. K. Kellogg Foundation (Battle Creek, Michigan) concerned
with public school administration provided grants between 1946 and 1959
for the study and improvement of educational administration and preparation
programs through the lens of social sciences (Griffith, 1959; Björk &
Kowalski, 2005). Kellogg was also instrumental in the formation and
support of the University Council for Educational Administration (UCEA)
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whose major purposes were to improve school administrator training,
stimulate and coordinate research, and to distribute materials (Campbell et
al., 1987).
The two groups, NCPEA and UCEA, have since split and have
approached improving educational administration from different
perspectives. UCEA has been dominated by the pursuit to find and to
develop a “theory of educational administration” while NCPEA has focused
on the actual teaching of graduate students preparing to be school
administrators. A significant difference has been seen in the professoriate.
Professors of Educational Administration now work in either (a) one of the
53 UCEA member institutions, (b) in a non-UCEA institution whose focus is
more focused on training than on research, or (c) an institution that might be
entirely research based (McCarthy & Kuh, 1997).
The importance of this division in the professoriate is the content of
the coursework. Graduate students in theory based preparation programs
may be well prepared in assessing organizational theory and leadership but
inexperienced in the practice of leading schools and districts. Conversely,
students in practice-based programs might be deficient in conceptualization
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skills necessary to create systemic reform. In the realm of practicing
superintendents, it is likely that the academic preparation for administrative
positions is as important as the practical experience received through
previous administrative roles (Cunningham & Hentges, 1982; Glass et al.,
2000).
Challenges in the 1960’s and 1970’s
The Civil Rights Era of the 1960’s offered many challenges for the
superintendency. Increased community involvement in conjunction with a
variety of legislative mandates created great instability in the traditional role
of the superintendent (Chapman, 1997; Glass et al., 2000). Major problems
facing big city superintendents in the 1960’s were civil rights, desegregation,
and busing. In the 1970’s, key problems were drugs, special education,
discipline, accountability, and shrinking enrollments leading to teaching
force reduction and school closings (Eaton, 1990). Disenchantment with
America’s public schools in this challenging time combined with increased
numbers of unionized teachers caused the targeting and firing of many
superintendents due to their highly visible and vulnerable position (Cuban,
1988).
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One of the most confounding challenges faced by superintendents
during the 1960’s and 1970’s was the dramatic transformation of the
superintendency and the composition of school boards. It was during this
time that board members became more representative of the total community
(Glass, et al., 2000). Blue-collar workers, home-makers, and other nonbusiness stakeholders were elected to the boards with the intent of shifting
the system to meet their communities’ needs. This reversed previous trends
to de-politicize school districts (Getzels, Lipham, & Campbell, 1968). The
dominance of “neighborhood” board members has resulted in the
politicization of many school boards with “single issue” board members.
This is especially true in the large urban districts where board members
often envision their role to be a partisan neighborhood politician to get as
much as possible for their constituency. This mentality leads to frequent and
rapid superintendent turnover and district instability (Kowalski, 1995a).
This rapid progression of change throughout the 20th century helped to
clarify how vulnerable superintendents were (Callahan, 1962). The skills
utilized by the 1960’s successful superintendents “to control and appease
angry citizens on such emotional issues as desegregation and busing”
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(Eaton, 1990, p. 28) may not be as effective when addressing the concerns of
the 1970’s. Cuban’s (1976) study of four urban superintendents supports this
notion as well.
The 1980’s are noted for the initiation of the national reform
movement to improve America’s public schools. The publication of A
Nation at Risk in 1983 was the impetus for this call for reform. While the
report clearly expressed concern over equity issues and inability of industry
to compete globally, it failed to outline a clear path to reform and provided
no funding or leadership for improving the nation’s schools. However, this
publication initiated another era of reform which placed additional burdens
on superintendents, boards, and districts. Responding to the resulting
politically-based reform mandates became a serious task for most districts
(Tyack & Cuban, 1995). This newest reform movement may have forced
many superintendents to focus more on instructional reform rather than
maintaining and improving district management functions in a time of
declining fiscal resources. Paradoxically during this period of repeated
reform mandates to improve instructional programs, boards held to their
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traditional selection criteria for superintendents to be excellent managers of
district resources (Glass, 2006).
The standards movement and the resulting implementation of the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 were the next phase of reform. This reform
emphasizing the development of assessment programs to monitor and track
student learning via tests has not shown significant impact on district
efficiency. Data is also lacking to describe the effects of the standards and
accountability movement on the superintendency and boards. In general,
urban boards have shifted to two types of superintendents, non-educator
chief executive officer or instructional leader superintendent. Furthermore,
some urban districts have been subject to mayoral or state takeover with
accompanying appointed boards. These appointed boards have typically
been mandated to focus on school performance (Hill, 2003). Whether or not
these reform boards and their superintendents are having a significant effect
on student achievement is questionable at best (Wong, 2001). Certainly, the
selection criteria and key effective characteristics of superintendents in these
urban districts reflect a major shift.
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Reform and the 21st Century
The current modern role of the superintendent is significantly
influenced by the context of the district environment. The size, wealth, and
location of school districts dramatically impacts the superintendent’s role
and behaviors (Glass et al., 2000). A recent exploratory study of
superintendent behavior found that personal leadership behaviors and
operating processes was markedly different in very large urban districts
when compared to smaller urban districts (Hentschke, Nayfack &
Wohletetter, 2009). However, most of the literature does not separate out the
distinctive circumstances of the urban superintendency when compared to
suburban and rural superintendencies.
The media focus on the urban superintendency most likely establishes
a “mindset” as to what the superintendency and board relationship is in all
cases. In fact, the constant superintendent turnover and failure of reform
initiatives is not characteristic of all superintendents and boards in all
districts (Hess, 1999). In an effort to gather more systematic data, the
leadership of American schools has only recently emerged as a focus of
reform (Hill, 2003).
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Historical Perspective of Leadership Theory
Defining educational leadership, the theories associated with it, and
the models that have developed as a result of these theories is a daunting
task. Throughout history, many attempts have been made to define
educational leadership in the terms of theories (English, 1994; Gunter, 2001;
Hoy & Miskel, 1982; Snowden & Gorton, 1998). Hoy and Miskel (1982)
attempt to address this problem by first defining theory in relation to
educational leadership. They define theory as “…a set of interrelated
concepts, assumptions, and generalizations that systematically describes and
explains regularities in behavior in educational organizations” (Hoy and
Miskel, 1982, p. 20). The definition was further clarified by an interpretation
of the language used in the theory and a delineation of each component of
the definition of theory.
Hoy and Miskel (1982) employ the terms concepts, assumptions, and
generalizations as the language of theory. A concept is a term used to
describe behaviors (Hoy & Miskel, 1982). An assumption is a statement
generally taken as the truth (Hoy & Miskel, 1982). A generalization
indicates a relationship between or among two or more concepts (Hoy &
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Miskel, 1982). Using this terminology, one can understand the language of
theory; however, further discussion is needed to understand the functions of
theory.
The function of theory, as described here, is to provide the framework
for educational leadership practices. Gunter (2001) describes this framework
as providing the following: (a) a language and structure to describe what is
happening, (b) tools for understanding what is or is not happening and why,
(c) provide suggestions for improving our analysis and actions towards these
happenings. To further ground the development of a definition of
educational leadership, this paper will use the terminology of theory as
provided by Hoy and Miskel (1985) and the supplemental explications of
theory provided above to address the history of educational leadership
theories.
Trait Theories
Leadership theories can be organized into three successive
developmental eras: (a) trait theories, (b) behavioral theories, and (c) process
theories. Beginning with the writings of Aristotle and into the 1950’s,
leadership practices were based in the “trait theories” (Hoy & Miskel, 1982;
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Taylor, 1994). Included in the trait theory era are the “great man theory” as
proposed by Carlyle in 1847 and Weber’s “charismatic leadership theory” in
1947 (Campbell et al., 1987; Leithwood & Duke, 1999).
“Great man theory” postulates that leaders are born, and only those
men who are endowed with “heroic” qualities could ever emerge as leaders
(Campbell et al., 1987; Leithwood & Duke, 1999). “Charismatic leadership
theory” identifies a leader on the basis of his inherent charisma (Campbell et
al., 1987; Leithwood & Duke, 1999).
These trait theories are based on the assumption that leaders have
specific characteristics, physical, psychological, or combinations thereof that
explain their behaviors as leaders (Hoy & Miskel, 1982; Taylor, 1994). The
identification of leadership traits may have been related to any number of
characteristics such as personality, physical appearance, social background,
intelligence, and abilities (Taylor, 1994). Researchers attempted to identify
these traits in leaders and then ascribed specific qualities to the leader as a
result of having these traits (Hoy & Miskel, 1982). Ultimately, the
emergence of these traits was used to distinguish the leaders from the
followers (Hoy & Miskel, 1982; Taylor, 1994). Several published literature
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reviews of trait theory research establish that the findings on trait theory are
generally inconclusive and confusing (Bass, 1991).
Despite this failure to identify the attributes found in effective leaders,
a search of recent literature resulted in numerous published works which
attempt to identify the leadership traits of effective leaders. The other major
failing of trait theories was the lack of consideration of how leaders interact
with followers.
Behavioral Theories
The acknowledgement of a relationship between leaders and followers
by educational leadership researchers and theorists lead to the development
of educational leadership behavioral theories (Keith & Girling, 1991;
Leithwood & Duke, 1999). Behavioral theory was focused on what leaders
do to entice followers to proceed (Taylor, 1994). Further, behavioral theory
was based on the assumption that people could be trained to be leaders. To
accomplish this, behavioral theorists identified the determinants of
leadership and then developed training programs to change managers into
leaders. The prominent theories in this era were (a) theory X and theory Y
by McGregor, 1960; (b) path-goal theory by House, 1971; (c) contingency
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theory by Fidler, 1967; and (d) situational leadership theory by Hersey &
Blanchard, 1976 (Campbell et al., 1987; Hoy & Miskel, 1982; Keith &
Girling, 1991; Taylor, 1994).
Theory X and theory Y demonstrated the extremes at each end of the
leader-follower continuum. McGregor postulated in theory X that generally
people are lazy and extrinsically motivated thus incapable of self-discipline;
consequently, the manager’s role was to use economic gain and security to
motivate them to work. Conversely, theory Y assumes people are
intrinsically motivated to work, display responsibility, and share the
common interest in the success of the organization. Theory Y managers use
these inherent qualities of their followers to share authority, develop
participative decision-making activities, and successfully complete their
tasks (Campbell et al., 1987; English, 1994; Hoy & Miskel, 1982; Keith &
Girling, 1991; Taylor, 1994). The emphasis on task orientation versus
relationship orientation was typical of behaviorist theories of leadership.
Gates, Blanchard, & Hersey (1976) defined task–oriented and
relationship oriented leadership behavior in the following manner:
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Task behavior is the extent to which a leader engages in oneway communication by explaining what each subordinate
[follower] is to do as well as when, where, and how tasks are to
be accomplished. Relationship behavior is the extent to which a
leader engages in two-way communication by providing socioemotional support, “psychological strokes,” and facilitating
behavior (p. 349).
House’s path-goal theory combines task orientation with relationship
orientation to represent the leader's role in meeting the goals of the
organization. This theory used the idea of showing followers the rewards
available through accomplishing a goal and then illustrating the behaviors
(path) needed to reach that goal. The usefulness of this theory in
organizations was dependent on the strength of the relationship between the
goal and the reward. Leaders using this theory used different styles to lead
their followers to the established objective at the end of the path (Hoy &
Miskel, 1982; Keith & Girling, 1991; Taylor, 1994). This interaction
between the group and the individual leader is carried over into Fidler’s
contingency theory.

61

Contingency theory was based on the concept that a leader’s behavior
at any one time is contingent on the current situation. Contingency theory
further states that the leader’s behavior can be classified into two specific
styles: those that focused on tasks, and those that focused on relationships.
The determination of the leadership style employed in any given situation is
contingent on the fit between the leader’s personality characteristics and the
followers’ skills and aptitudes (English, 1994; Hoy & Miskel, 1982; Keith &
Girling, 1991).
Fiedler’s research indicated it is possible for a leader to change
between these two styles dependent on the needs of the organization at any
given time (English, 1994; Hoy & Miskel; 1982). Further, the effectiveness
of either leadership style is dependent on either meeting the followers’ needs
or on accomplishing the organization’s tasks. So, according to contingency
theory, the success of the leader is dependent on the influence which the
leader wields over the followers and the extent to which the followers are
willing to act upon the leader’s directions. This was the first theory to
indicate that a group’s effectiveness was contingent on both the leader’s
behaviors and the leader’s influence or control over the situation (English,
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1994; Hoy & Miskel, 1982; Keith & Girling, 1991). The underlying theme
of contingency theory is the idea that “different types of situations require
different types of leadership,” yet it does not take into account the changing
abilities or motivations of the follower (Hoy & Miskel, 1992, p. 238).
Situational leadership theory does just that.
Hersey and Blanchard’s situational leadership theory focuses on the
followers and their interaction with the leader. This theory assumes that
leaders can and should change styles as the followers’ abilities and
willingness to complete their tasks matures (Gates et al., 1976; Snowden &
Gorton, 1998; Taylor, 1994). In contrast to contingency theory, which is
based on the leader adjusting to the situation, situational leadership theory
suggests that the leader adjusts to the needs of the followers at any particular
time. Situational leadership theory inherently assumes that as followers
progressively mature in their abilities to complete the assigned tasks, the
leader’s level of task oriented behaviors will incrementally decrease. This
aspect of situational leadership theory requires leaders to be both adaptable
and flexible. However, the leadership styles are still based on task oriented
or relationship oriented styles (Gates et al., 1976; Snowden & Gorton, 1998;
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Taylor, 1994). While situational leadership theory is still strongly related to
the behavioral theories, it hints at the concept of process theories in that it
takes into account the leader’s need for satisfaction combined with the needs
of the followers as well as the needs of the organization.
As the theoretical unit of analysis shifts from that of the behaviors of
the leaders within an organization to the interaction between the leaders,
followers, and the organization, educational leadership theories move away
from behaviorism and into process theories (English, 1994; Kenney,
Blascovich, & Shaver, 1994). Current research indicates that the era of
process theories is still in the developmental stages and is really a blending
of the trait and behavioral theories of bygone eras to promote a social change
process within organizations (English, 1994; Kenney, et al., 1994; Yukl,
2002).
Process Theories
The focus of process theories is the interplay leaders use to involve all
members of the organization in achieving the common goals of the
organization (Kenney, et al., 1994). This holistic influence of the leader, in
relationship to the perceptual processes of the followers, determines the
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power of the leader within the organization (Yukl, 2002). The key idea of
process theories is that there must be a match between leader behavior,
leader traits and characteristics, follower characteristics, and the situation at
hand within the organization (Mackie, Devos & Smith, 2000, Yukl, 2002).
In other words, process theories emphasize the how and the why people
choose certain behaviors in order to meet their personal goals. The two most
commonly described process theories are (a) transformational leadership
theory, Burns, 1978; and (b) servant leadership theory, Greenleaf, 1970.
The best known of the two process theories is transformational
leadership theory. Burns’s development of transformational leadership
theory established leadership as a relationship between leaders and followers
(Gunter, 2001). Transformational leadership theory states the leaders ask
followers’ to put aside personal interests for the benefit of the group
(Leithwood & Duke, 1999). The leader’s process involves focusing on the
follower’s needs and inputs in order to transform everyone into a leader by
empowering and motivating them. Transformational leadership theory also
aims to develop motivation and morality of both the leaders and the
followers (Gunter, 2001).
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Bass’s work in 1985 modified transformational leadership theory by
creating a two-factor continuum which ran from transactional leadership to
transformational leadership. While this continuum was linear, it was also
considered complimentary as leaders could draw from any area of the
continuum at any time.
Transactional leadership was based on negotiations between leaders
and followers. The transactional leader bargains with followers to exchange
their work for the rewards the leader has to offer. Conversely,
transformational leaders build a unified common interest which is designed
to motivate followers to complete their work for the common good (English,
1994; Gunter, 2001; Hoy & Miskel, 1982; Leithwood & Duke, 1999). This
emphasis on morality and motivation carries over into the next process
theory, servant leadership theory.
Servant leadership theory emphasizes morality and motivation to
influence the organization. The idea of gaining influence and power through
leaders dedicating their lives to serving others (individuals, groups, or
organizations) is the basis of servant leadership theory. This is a theory in
action that can be observed but cannot be processed into a set of steps that
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can be followed to develop servant leaders. Greenleaf emphasized an
increased service to others, a holistic approach to work, a sense of
community, and a shared decision making process (Spears & Lawrence,
2002). He articulated the servant leadership theme as being
“transformationally-guided” by the essential characteristics of listening,
awareness, persuasion, foresight, community, and trust (Spears & Lawrence,
2002). The servant leadership theory themes of relationship, disposition, and
action are illustrated by (a) a leader who has the disposition of a servant, (b)
a leader who has the ability to lead, and (c) a leader that does so through
gaining the trust of the followers through the leader-follower relationship
(Gilligan, 1982; Kezar, 2001; Sergiovanni, 1992). Servant leadership theory
furthers the holistic attitude of process theories by adding one more
dimension to be considered in the development of a comprehensive
leadership theory for leaders in the twenty-first century.
Each era of theory development has added to the understanding of the
dimensions of leadership. Trait theories provided an in-depth analysis of
leadership characteristics, behavioral theories identified the multiple
dimensions of leadership and the approaches upon which the leader’s
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effectiveness could be measured, and process theories combined those traits,
behaviors, and situations with the processes of the organization (Thompson,
2000). From the above outline of leadership theories, one can develop a
working definition of leadership. Yukl and Bass agree that the most accurate
definition of leadership includes “the assumption of a social influence
process whereby intentional influence is exerted by one person [or group] to
structure the activities and relationships in a group” (as quoted in Leithwood
& Duke, 1999, p. 46). Thompson (2000) adds, “The process of noncoercive
social influence whereby a leader guides the activities and members of a
group toward the shared objectives of the group and goals of the
organization” (p. 971). Educational leadership in the superintendency can be
best defined as the process of influencing others to accomplish the implicit
and explicit goals of the school organization.
Development of Roles of the Superintendency
Since before the appointment of the first superintendent, the role of
the superintendent has evolved from secretarial and clerking duties to
supervisor of teachers, scientific manager, and transformational leader.
Many of these changes have been in response to reform agendas, politicized
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boards, and diminishing resources. The superintendency continues to change
as superintendents possess less independent authority but face higher levels
of performance expectations (Carter & Cunningham, 1997).
The role of the American public school superintendency (Callahan,
1962) has progressed through the four major stages clerical, master
educators, expert managers, and chief executive officer for the board;
however, the survey of literature reveals three dominant conceptions of what
actually defines the role of the superintendency. Cuban (1976) identifies
these roles as instructional supervisor, administrative chief, and negotiatorstatesman. Kowalski (2005) added a fifth role as communicator.
Instructional Supervisor
The earliest role of the superintendent was clerical. Responsibilities
included assisting the school board with the day-by-day details of school
activities. As the complexity of pedagogical matters increased, the role of
the superintendent as an instructional leader emerged (Carter &
Cunningham, 1997). As the superintendent’s role of instructional leader
surfaced, he or she were viewed as a master educator turning more attention
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to the instructional components rather than the financial or business aspects
of the school system (Griffiths, 1966).
The school superintendency was thought by early educational experts
to be a socially significant role that would “play an important role in the
development of American life” (Cubberley, 1922, p. 130). Superintendent
prestige compared to professionals such as lawyers, doctors, or ministers.
Men considered for such positions needed to be strong of character and
culture, hold high values and courage, and have executive skills and training
(Cubberley, 1922). Despite insufficient financial incentives, the importance
and desirability of the superintendent position increased. This was especially
true in large urban cities where a certain amount of public respect and power
was accorded the position. In many cities, the public school superintendent
was the highest paid public official in the local community.
The role of the superintendent as instructional supervisor diminished
early in the twentieth century. However in recent decades as school reform
has increased expectations of schools and districts this role has again been
seen as critical in district leadership (Björk & Kowalski, 2005).
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Administrative Chief
During the 20th century, the dominant themes of the superintendency
were efficiency, hierarchical bureaucracy, and scientific management. This
was especially true in larger urban districts where the superintendent
developed into the “expert manager”. Cuban (1988) stated that the speeches
given in the latter part of the 19th century were focused on the themes of
authority, control, instructional and curricular planning, and efficient
management. This focus accurately articulated the actions of the
superintendents of the day.
Superintendents in the 1920’s and 1930’s were usually recognized as
the educational experts in the local school districts and were rarely
challenged on non-political issues. As superintendents gained influence
within their community and with their boards, they became more assertive
leaders.
During the Civil Rights movement in the 1960’s, the superintendent’s
expertise and authority in policy development were significantly challenged.
Social and school reformers in the 1960’s and 1970’s questioned the validity
of the scientific management aligned school administration model. These
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reformers thought this model had failed in providing an adequate education
to students in minority groups. With this assertion came political pressure
for reform based on the numbers of failing schools operating under this
model. These efforts resulted in the decentralization of districts to break up
the bureaucracies that had developed (Cronin, 1973).
In the 1980’s and 1990’s, reformers focused on organizational
structure and culture of individual schools within highly centralized districts
(Chapman, 1997). The reform focus was typically on the impact of the
bureaucracy on the individual school’s ills. In response to this attention to
each school’s needs, superintendents were often hired as the “magic pill”
program to answer reformers and political concerns (Hess, 1999).
Negotiator-Statesman
In 1957, the Sputnik launch inspired reform and restructuring issues.
These issues affected the superintendency by broadening the
superintendent’s role from teacher educator and business manager to
negotiator-statesman within the political arena (Cuban, 1988). In order to
address these new issues, educational leaders had to attain the additional
resources to be used to update the current educational system.
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Superintendents needed to be savvy in politics, reform strategies, community
responsiveness, public relations as well as traditional educational leadership
skills (Carter & Cunningham, 1997). These shifting requirements lead many
superintendents into a chief executive role.
As the chief executive officer and the chief educational officer, the
general public as well as the school board has continually expanded the role
and expectations of superintendents to be political activists, curriculum and
instruction experts, personnel advisors, and business managers. This sense of
the superintendency is reinforced by recent literature on the superintendency
which is replete with images of superintendents overwhelmed with
seemingly innumerable political and managerial responsibilities.
Social Scientist
The superintendent as social scientist developed through the need for
school districts to be viewed and studied as complex systems (Getzels, et al.,
1968). This role was further manifested as schools took on a more
interactive role in achieving social justice for all students (Fusarelli &
Fusarelli, 2005). The enactment of the NCLB act and continued focus on
school reform as measured through student achievement has forced
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superintendents to lead and understand the implications of educating all
students regardless of the baggage they may bring with them to school
(Fusarelli & Fusarelli, 2005).
This focus on reform has required superintendents to use scientifically
based research to determine what works and what does not. As the leading
administrator in the system, the superintendent must guide the development
and implementation of new structures to address the needs of all students.
Furthermore, the superintendent must understand why such reforms work
(Sherman & Grogan, 2003). Superintendents must be in a position to
distribute power and influence in such a way that it supports the continuous
improvement of school districts and student achievement (Carter &
Cunningham, 1997).
As superintendents began to study theory and looking for consistent
research based effective school practices, the academia of social scientists
also was reflected in superintendency preparation programs (Petersen &
Fusarelli, 2005). This shift in focus improved the professionalism of the role
of the superintendent but it also pushed them further into the role of
community politics and intensified the discussion of the importance of
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instructional leadership versus governance of the system (Björk & Kowalski,
2005).
Communicator
In recent years the superintendent as communicator role as emerged as
a key component of the superintendency (Carter & Cunningham, 1997;
Kowalski, 2005). This shift is directly related to the shift in our nation from
the Industrial Age to an Informational Age. In the current age,
superintendents are expected to effectively communicate with all factions of
the community, district and most importantly their board. Glass et al. (2000)
found that nearly all superintendents (95%) said that they were the board’s
primary channel for information related to their role on the board. It was also
reported in this study that the superintendent regularly communicated with
parents and other community groups concerning all manner of district
activities and plans.
Kowalski (2005) states that America is an “information-based society
in which integrated communication is posited as a normative standard that
transcends administrative roles and organizational types” (p.105). The
importance of the top executive’s communication competence has been
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reinforced by recent studies in which besieged business executives were
found to be ineffective communicators (Perina, 2002). This role of
communication is particularly important as the Superintendent is embroiled
in reform movements and as the leader of change in the district.
Models of Superintendent Leadership and Management
Research on leadership has generated a confounding collection of
leadership models (Bass, 1991). Many of these models tended to create
dichotomies or contrasting categories of leadership roles. Classic models
from leadership literature included McGregor’s (1960) Theory X or Theory
Y perspective of managers’ views on subordinates, Zaleznik’s (1977)
demarcation between leaders and managers, and Burns’s (1978) assertion
that leaders are either transactional or transformational (Willower & Forsyth,
1999; Leithwood & Duke, 1999). Extensive empirical literature reveals such
bipolar models as “autocratic or democratic, directive or participative, task
oriented or relations-oriented, and initiating structure vs. consideration”
(Denison, Hooijberg, & Quinn, 1995, p 525). The exclusive use of any one
of these dichotomous roles can lead to limited and ineffective leadership
conceptualizations (Heck & Hallinger, 2005; Hoy & Miskel, 1982). Little
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effort has been applied to synthesizing these existing dichotomies or
investigating the use of multiple forms in leadership behavior. Even fewer
efforts have been focused specifically on the role of executive leadership and
its relationship to performance (Hart & Quinn, 1993).
Duignan’s 1980 study noted that just answering the question as to
what superintendents actually do on the job is a challenge into itself. His
study indicated that in an average day, superintendents attend to thirty-eight
different activities each lasting less than 10 minutes. This is consistent with
Pitner and Ogawa’s (1981) study, in which they found that superintendents’
behavior is principally verbal and usually occurs in small groups (Pitner &
Ogawa, 1981).
Recent theory and research places a “greater emphasis on paradox,
contradiction, and complexity, suggesting many phenomena may in fact fit
multiple opposing categories simultaneously” (Denison et al., 1995, p.525).
Such studies (Kegan, 1982) stress the importance of cognitive and
behavioral “complexity” and suggest that effective leaders must have the
ability to think multi-dimensionally along with the ability to conceive and to
perform multiple and contradictory roles (Hart & Quinn, 1993). Duignan’s
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study findings showed that half of the superintendents’ daily work time was
spent in meetings and that seventy percent of the verbal contacts were with
policy makers and system administrators (1980). This continues to show the
multi-faceted complexity of attending to the many tasks of the
superintendent.
The current role of the superintendency is quite complex and
demanding. Constantly and simultaneously, the superintendent must
concentrate on integrating many interconnected organizational issues;
managing a plethora of governmental mandates; meeting the needs of
diverse external and internal communities; dealing with societal pressures;
and focusing on restructuring and reforming the educational system (Carter,
Glass, & Hord, 1993). The superintendent’s task must be redefined as “a role
that is constantly bringing diverse interests together to shape a new future”
(Carter & Cunningham, 1997, p. 140). Current leadership expectations
require superintendents to act as facilitators and leaders while providing
guidance to other educational leaders both within and beyond their
organization. Further, the superintendent must be responsive to the skills,
knowledge, and experiences that all community stakeholders have to offer
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and demonstrate the “ability to orchestrate those talents in furthering the
interests of children” (Carter & Cunningham, 1997, p. 140).
Effective Superintendents
There is substantial research on the characteristics and behaviors
shared by effective superintendents. The possession of organizational
support, specific knowledge, and an influential presence are all seen as
attributes of effective educational leaders. Kowalski (2005) stated that “the
top executive in a larger organization is typically expected to possess
knowledge and skills that are greater than those possessed by his or her
subordinates” (p.65). He went on to qualify this statement by saying that
“this individual is granted a great deal of power and authority and access to
information not readily available to others” (p.65).
Additional research on superintendents has found that they often
relied on their own internal organizational support as compared to top
executives in other organizations (Morris, 1979). Their contact networks
were oriented towards the interaction with subordinates (as cited in
Kowalski, 1995b). These interactions or information sharing were seen as
structured ways of dealing with a variety of tasks. Sharp, Malone, and
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Walter (2002) noted that the “philosophy of involving personnel decisionmaking at the level most affected by the decision seems critical” and
“represents a significant shift from the brokering of power to the sharing of
power with the constituencies” citing that “shared governance is one of the
primary mainstays of educational reform” (pp.7-8)
As noted earlier, Cuban (1976) identified three distinct yet separate
conceptions could be found in the writings and speeches of early
superintendents. These concepts were “a) Teacher-Scholar (curriculum,
instruction, supervision), b) Administrative Chief (management, finance,
district organization), and c) Negotiator-Statesman (school boards,
community, federal and state relations)” (p.124). Cuban utilizes this
framework to study three urban superintendents who had been in the office
during the 1960’s. He concluded the parts of all three of these models are
found in each of the superintendents; yet, the extent to which each model
was present was both dynamic and uneven. Cuban stated that “not
completely helpless, urban superintendents adopted diverse philosophies to
help them cope with an unpredictable environment; some conceptions more
durable than others at certain times, disappeared for they were inherit the

80

nature of the job (p.139). Other researchers who studied superintendents
mimic his analysis and observations that these individuals are capable of
relating with each of these concepts. Tyack (1972) and Burroughs (1974)
both identified a tendency for the top executives of large school districts to
be “rather pragmatic." They noted that these administrators were able to
make variations in both their behavior and time commitments when
organizational and community conditions merited such changes as either
advantageous or necessary” (as cited in Kowalski, 1995b, p. 25).
As Cuban (1998) noted, superintendents constantly asked themselves,
“Am I primarily a manger, politician, or instructional leader?” (p. 53). As
managerial leaders, they have to keep their “organization working smoothly
and efficiently towards their goals [while] reducing conflict, seeking
changes, and taking risks" (p. 53). As political leaders, “superintendents
were [and are] expected to use their technical and organizational skills in
implementing what others decide." (p. 43). Finally, as instructional leaders,
they have the ultimate responsibility “to lead teachers and principals in
aligning the curriculum, raising academic standards, producing better test
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results."(p. 53). Susan Moore Johnson (2000) found the same three themes
in her study of superintendents.
Additionally, Petersen’s (1999) survey of five California
superintendents revealed that superintendents perceived four characteristics
that were essential to the ability to be an effective superintendent: (1)
possession and articulation of instructional vision, (2) development of an
organizational structure that supports the instructional vision and leadership,
(3) assessment evaluation of personnel and instructional programs, and (4)
organization adaptation. While this study provided limited generalization
due to the relatively small population, it begins to lay the groundwork for
further research.
Kowalski (1995) posits that as many as 50 characteristics of
superintendents’ behavior have been explored by researchers. However, they
can be reduced to two broad categories. These categories are situational
variables (those relating to context) and personal variables (those relating to
the administrator). He referenced the superintendent’s ability to make
appropriate situational decisions; from his professional knowledge base will
more likely result in a more successful superintendency. Conversely, those
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who lack the ability to make decisions based on the day-to-day operations of
the organization are more likely to be unsuccessful.
Jones, Goodwin, and Cunningham (2003) completed a study which
investigated 18 district level administrators who had received the Leadership
for Learning award from the American Association of School
Administrators (AASA). The purpose of this study was to examine the
specific characteristics and activities perceived by these superintendents as
significant in the success of their districts. These selected superintendents
were asked to rank order from one to five those areas of responsibility that
they perceived as to be most critical for success. The areas deemed most
important were curriculum, finance, professional development, school board
relations, and vision (Jones, Goodwin, & Cunningham, 2003).
Furthermore, Kowalski (2005) posited that that effective educational
leadership must include traditional characteristics of leadership as well as
those related to student learning. He stated that effective school
superintendents must be a leader of learning and instruction, which requires
them to have a working knowledge of instructional supervision student
learning and curriculum design. Young's research strongly suggested that
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superintendents need leadership experiences and strong educational
knowledge in order to become effective school system leaders.
In a study of successful and unsuccessful superintendents, Chance
(1992) found that superintendents possessing tenure of 12 years or more
believed open communication with the school board and community to be an
important leadership attribute. In fact, lack of open communication was
found to a primary reason for superintendent change in districts with
significant superintendent turnover. Additionally, Chance (1992) notes less
successful superintendents are often more autocratic than democratic in their
leadership style. This leadership style often leads to crisis with any
substantial interactions between the superintendent and the community or
school board.
According to Carter and Cunningham (1997), the key to a successful
career as a superintendent involves open communication, strong character
(i.e. sound judgment, integrity, hard work, core values), and effective
decision-making. Superintendents must be well-informed of the diverse
interests involved and maintain a clear understanding of the multiple
implications of all decisions.
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Summary
Despite nearly unanimous agreement that the “right” superintendent
is a key to the success of a school district, little definitive research is
available on the characteristics that are required to be the “right” one. The
current role of the superintendent as a political advisor and spokesperson,
educational reformer, community liaison and collaborator, and lead conflict
resolution intermediary is disjointed and serves as a source of continual role
conflict. The superintendent is tied to these roles by the understandings of
school board, the district staff, and administration as well as the whole of the
school community. In the current atmosphere of systems based thinking, the
superintendent has to demonstrate a full understanding, implicit and explicit
of the interactions of all parts of the educational system (i.e. the district).
These interactions and their impacts will only multiply as the world changes
in the twenty-first century. This means that the educational community must
have a plan to ensure students are ready to meet the large-scale change in the
global economy, changes in demographics, world-wide communications,
advances in the technology, and the general “flattening of the world” (the
flattening of the playing field for all nations).
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The superintendent of the twenty-first century must have the key
characteristics to lead the educational organizations of the future.
The transition to successful educational systems in the twenty-first century
will require leadership which ensures students an educational outcome that
is relevant in the world of the future. The review of the leadership literature
shows the patterns that are most frequently cited as attributes and skills
needed by superintendents. The literature forms the basis of the survey
which is used in this study. It is clear from the literature that superintendents
will need to possess many characteristics to address the increasingly
complex educational atmosphere. This study provides insight into these key
characteristics as identified by exemplary superintendents in Arizona.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This chapter outlines the methodology and procedures applied to the
research questions. This multiple case study was designed to identify a list of
common characteristics of a successful superintendent based on input from a
group of previously identified exemplary superintendents in Arizona. The
case study explored why some of the identified successful superintendents
selected characteristics that were not held in common with the majority of
the group. The literature on effective leadership was enhanced as this case
study has added contextual knowledge to the list of characteristics that are
commonly discussed in the literature. The chapter is organized as an
introduction, research questions, theoretical foundations for research design,
research design, population and sample, survey instrument, data analysis,
and summary.
Introduction
The role of the American public school superintendent has evolved
through four major stages of responsibility from cleric to master educator to
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expert manager, and finally, to the chief executive and educational officer
(Callahan, 1962; Björk & Kowalski, 2005). With each evolutionary change,
the characteristics of those who effectively hold this role have also had to
evolve. The previous chapter outlined the research on the characteristics of
effective leaders; however, this research has not been studied in the context
of which characteristics are deemed most important within the
superintendency by exemplary superintendents. To develop a set of common
characteristics needed by an Arizona superintendent in the twenty-first
century, this study attempted to identify the characteristics which exemplary
Arizona superintendents deem the most important within the
superintendency. These common characteristics were determined using the
criteria identified by the Arizona School Boards Association (ASBA)
superintendent search selection criteria (ASBA, 2008). The most commonly
selected characteristics of the effective superintendent based on the
perceptions of current effective superintendents combined with the context
provided through interviews with select participants were used to develop a
list of key characteristics of the effective superintendent in Arizona.
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Research Questions
The main goal of this study was to identify the key characteristics
needed by a school district superintendent to meet the demands of this
position in the complex educational environment of the twenty-first century.
The research questions were as follows:
1. What key characteristics do exemplary superintendents identify as
most important for an effective superintendent in Arizona in the
twenty-first century?
2. What explains the selected key characteristics that are not held in
common by the majority of survey superintendents?
Theoretical Foundations for Research Design
Descriptive research was used to obtain information concerning the
current status of the phenomena and to describe "what exists" with respect to
variables or conditions in a situation (Frankel and Wallen, 2003). This study
can best be described as descriptive research comprised of two separate
phases. In Phase One, participants were asked to select the key
characteristics of successful school superintendents in Arizona. The
descriptive research domain was carried into Phase Two using case study
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methodology. Yin (2003b) recommended using this methodology to
determine the selection of the characteristics which cannot be distinguished
readily from the context of the superintendent’s experience. This type of
research design provided a way to systematically and factually describe the
phenomenon or the characteristics needed by future superintendents.
Current and recently retired exemplary superintendents were
identified as participants in this study. An exemplary superintendent was
defined as one who had received the Arizona School Administrator’s AllArizona Superintendent of the Year Award (Arizona Award) or Arizona’s
Nomination for the American Association of School Administrator’s
Superintendent of the Year Award (National Award) during the school years
2002-2003 through 2006-2007. The selection criteria for these awards are
that the superintendent must (a) have been an Arizona superintendent for at
least three years prior to the year the award was received, (b) have not
receive the Award in the preceding five years, and (c) be an active member
of the Arizona School Administrators Association (AZSA)(AZSA, 2007). A
superintendent is considered for these awards through a nomination process
in which the superintendent must demonstrate outstanding:
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1.

Relations with the governing board, public, and
community;

2.

Leadership in curriculum, instruction, and
management of student activities;

3.

Short and long term planning;

4.

Personnel, business, and financial management;

5.

Personal and professional qualities.

In addition to these criteria, each superintendent nominee obtained
two written endorsements from their peers to further validate their
nomination. The superintendent nominees were then selected as awardees by
a committee of their peers (ASBA, 2008).
To maximize the information gathered from the participant group, a
mixed-method data collection technique was utilized in this study. The
participants’ identification of the key characteristics of a successful
superintendent was compared using quantitative methods to determine
significant differences among the respondents’ perceptions of the attributes
that contribute to being a successful school leader. These perceptions were
further explored using qualitative methodology. Yin (2003b) expounds that
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qualitative research using case study research is the recommended format
when the focus is on a “contemporary phenomenon within some real-life
context” (p. 1). The compilation of these data occurred in a sequential
pattern of quantitative data collection followed by the collection of
qualitative data. The priority of the quantitative data collection to occur first
and qualitative data collection to occur second was to allow the researcher to
delve deeper and to better understand the context in which the interviewed
superintendents were thinking about the key characteristics exemplary
superintendents will need in the future (Creswell, 2003). The use of multiple
formats of data collection provided the researcher with a richer and deeper
view of the data.
In the first phase of the study, the quantitative data were collected
and analyzed using a survey. The information provided by the quantitative
data guided the researcher in the collection and analysis of the qualitative
data. In Phase Two, the researcher conducted semi-structured telephone
interviews with five survey respondents to determine the context in which
the sample superintendents selected the characteristics on the survey.
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The use of semi-structured interviews provided the researcher with a
method to investigate the human phenomena from an in-depth perspective
(Marshall & Rossman, 1995) and in natural settings (Denzin & Lincoln,
2005). The purpose of the interviews was to supplement, validate, explain,
illuminate, and interpret the quantitative data gathered from the same setting
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The collection of these data assisted in the
illumination and understanding of the interactions and complexities within
the social and structural forces surrounding the superintendency.
Interview subjects were selected using a purposeful sampling
technique. Purposeful sampling is described as selecting a small number of
samples, key informants, groups, places, or events that provide informationrichness to understand the phenomenon in a qualitative study (Patton, 1990).
Dane (1990) points out that the advantage of purposive sampling is that it
allows the researcher to focus in on people or events that have good grounds
in what they believe and will be critical for the research. Instead of focusing
on the typical instances such as a cross-section or a balanced choice, the
researcher is able to concentrate on the instances which display wide variety
– possibly even focus on extreme cases to illuminate the research question at
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hand. Purposeful sampling is delineated further into multiple forms, and this
study used the form of criterion sampling to select the interview participants.
Criterion sampling is described as using a specific criterion to select
participants (Patton, 1990). The criteria used in this study to select the
interview subjects were the respondent selected characteristics that were not
held in common with the other respondents. Further discussion of the
selection of interviewees is included later in this chapter.
The researcher completed two separate interviews with each subject.
The first set of interviews was completed as semi-structured interviews in
that the interview had one predetermined question. The interviewee’s
response to this question guided the rest of the interview. After the initial
interviews were transcribed and analyzed, each interviewee was contacted
and participated in a second interview. The purpose of the second interview
was to gather more specific information about the selections each respondent
made and what influenced those selections. For both interview sessions, the
researcher used aide-memorie to loosely guide the interview. Aide-memoire
is a broad guide to topic issues that might be covered in the interview rather
than the actual questions to be asked. It serves as a reminder to the
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researcher of research topics that may enhance the narration of the interview.
Aide-memorie is open-ended and flexible (Burgess, 1985).
The interview recordings from both interview sessions were
transcribed and analyzed. To increase the validity of the analysis of
interview transcriptions, the researcher employed a currently practicing
superintendent who has epistemological privilege. Epistemological privilege
is granted to this superintendent on the basis of his status as an exemplary
superintendent and the experiential knowledge he has gained in this role.
This level of expertise should enable the peer debriefer to connect the data to
conceptual ideas in the field. Mason (1996) describes this “standpoint”
validity of interpretation as key to ensuring qualitative data is interpreted in
a meaningful and relevant manner.
The triangulation process involved peer debriefing. Peer debriefing is
a recommended process to enhance the credibility and validity of qualitative
research (Creswell, 2003). The role of the peer debriefer is to facilitate the
researcher’s consideration of the data and to provide “an external check on
the inquiry process” (p. 301).
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These data collected from the surveys and interviews were
comparatively analyzed and aligned with the current research data to
triangulate the data. The rationale for triangulation of qualitative and
quantitative data is to access the data from different perspectives so that they
can complement each other (Miles & Huberman, 1994). These data were
then used to identify the key characteristics of a superintendent in the
twenty-first century.
Research Design
Phase One
In the first phase, 17 superintendents who had received the Arizona
Award or the National Award during the school years 2002-2003 through
2006-2007 were recruited to complete the ASBA survey. These data were
collected using paper and pencil surveys. The survey data was collected
from May 2008 to July 2008.
Phase Two
In the second phase, five superintendent respondents from the above
sample participated in two semi-structured telephone interviews. The initial
interviews occurred from August 2008 to September 2008 and lasted an
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average of 14 minutes. A structured follow-up interview was conducted with
each of the original five interview participants during January 2009. These
follow-up interviews lasted an average of 10 minutes.
Survey Instrument
Surveys and interviews provide a pathway to data collection typically
used in descriptive research. A survey followed by interviews was use in this
study. Surveys gather data from a population to determine the current status
of the population regarding one of more variables (Gay & Airasian, 2000).
In the field of educational research, surveys are the most popular method
used to collect data (Isaac & Michael, 1995).
The instrument used to collect data for phase one of the study was
The Arizona School Boards Association’s (ASBA) Listing of Leadership
Qualities Desired in our Education Leader (Appendix A). The instrument
was developed through a collaborative review of the literature by members
of the ASBA to assist school districts in identifying the key characteristics
for a new superintendent.
The ASBA is a non-partisan, non-profit organization which
represents volunteer active and associate governing bodies of Arizona’s
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public schools. The association has a board of directors made up of officers
elected annually by delegates from each of over 260 Arizona school districts
and directors elected from districts in each of Arizona's fifteen counties. This
association also supports the development of superintendents and provides
an avenue to support the hiring of new superintendents in the state (ASBA,
2008).
This survey was designed to be used by school districts to identify
the characteristics community members, educational staff, and parents
believe to be fundamental for a new superintendent. This information is then
used by the search committee to develop the profile of the “model”
superintendent for a district.
The researcher’s selection of this instrument was based on a
thorough review of the literature on common characteristics of
superintendents. While a comprehensive list of characteristics has not been
published, an extensive list of characteristics superintendents must possess
to successfully lead school districts was identified. A comparison of this list
of characteristics to the “Listing of Leadership Qualities Desired in our
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Education Leader” survey indicated that the survey instrument would
provide the data needed to answer research question one.
Upon initial selection of the survey instrument the researcher
recruited a currently practicing exemplary superintendent to pilot the
instrument. To accurately determine the appropriateness of the instrument,
the researcher followed the protocol developed for administering the
instrument during the pilot study. Once the superintendent had completed
the survey, the researcher met with him to discuss the list of characteristics
provided. The responses from this pilot resulted in affirmation of the
appropriateness of the instrument as well as recommendations for
clarification in the directions. The superintendent who participated in the
pilot study was not included as a member of the sample for the actual
research study.
Based on the literature review and the feedback from the pilot study,
the research determined that the ASBA’s descriptive listing of leadership
qualities was an accurate list of key qualities for Arizona superintendents.
This Leadership Quality Listing is a randomized list of 28 key leadership
qualities.
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The instrument required respondents to identify the top ten
characteristics without ranking them. This allows the respondent to
determine which characteristics are most important in general without
having to rank them from the most important to the least important.
Interview Protocol
Semi-structured interviews of each of the selected respondents were
conducted. Merriam (1998) described semi-structured interviews:
In this type of interview either all of the questions
are more flexibly worded or the interview is a mix of
more or less structured questions. Usually, specific
information is desired from all respondents in which case
there is a highly structured section to the interview. But
the largest part of the interview is guided by a list of
questions or issues to be explored and neither the exact
wording nor the order of the questions is determined
ahead of times (p.74).
This interview format allowed the researcher to respond to the emerging
context of the respondent as it pertained to their specific selections. The
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relevance of these responses become part of the discussion and may
influence the direction of the discussion. This will be accomplished by the
researcher utilizing open-ended questions relative to the interview subject’s
survey responses, experiences, and circumstances.
The researcher’s purpose for the interviews was to gather information
on the context, in which the superintendents selected the characteristics’ on
the quantitative survey. Thus all of the questions asked were framed upon
the respondent’s selection or failure to select a specific characteristic.
An interview protocol was developed so that the same basic
information could be obtained from each subject’s interview through
questions, not structured through sequenced or wording, but centered on the
interviewee’s responses to the survey. The focus of the interviews remained
constant throughout all interviews, however, the specific wording of the
questions used to obtain information and encourage conversation about the
participant’s responses varied.
All questions were designed to be open-ended so the participants
could develop their responses from their specific experiences and context.
The researcher selected and sequenced questions to enhance the rapport
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between the interviewer and the interviewee, to maintain neutrality
concerning the actual information that the interviewee was willing to share,
and to establish a structured interview process that could result in the
collection of consistent and comprehensive data throughout the entirety of
the study. The content and overall nature of the interview questions were
based on the participant’s responses to the survey and influenced by the
subjective experiences of the researcher through her employment as a
teacher, school site administrator, and central office administrator in the
Arizona public school system.
Population and Sample
Based on data provided by the ASBA database, 15 superintendents
received an Arizona Award and five received the National Award during the
school years 2002-2003 through 2006-2007 for a total of 20 potential
participants. However, in one instance a superintendent received both
awards thus the possible number of participants was reduced to 19. Two of
these superintendents were excluded from the study due to their direct
supervisory relationship with the researcher. Thus 17 superintendents were
recruited to participate in the study.
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Data Collection Procedures
Phase One involved surveying current and recently retired exemplary
superintendents to understand their perceptions of the key characteristics
required to be an exemplary superintendent in Arizona. Phase Two involved
interviewing those superintendents whose listing of characteristics was
different in some way from the majority.
Phase One
To determine the perceptions of current and past exemplary
superintendents, a listing of characteristics was created using the ASBA
survey of Leadership Qualities. The identified superintendents were sent a
letter (Appendix B) describing the study and requesting their participation, a
Subject Disclaimer Form (Appendix C), the Listing of Leadership Qualities
Desired in our Education Leader Characteristic Survey (Appendix A) via
electronic mail or through the United States Postal System (USPS). Those
sent via the USPS were provided a self-addressed stamped envelope for
returning the completed survey. After a two-week wait period, the researcher
mailed using both electronic mail and the USPS a second round of surveys
to those superintendents who had not yet responded. After an additional two
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week period, the researcher attempted to contact telephonically those who
had not responded to ensure they had received the survey materials.
Of the 17 recruited participants, 76% (N=13) completed and
submitted the survey. All participants in the study have at least three years of
experience, a level of longevity that is one of the eligibility criteria for the
superintendent’s award. A total of 31% (N=4) were female, and 69% (N=9)
were male. Four (31%) of the participants were retired superintendents, and
nine (69%) were currently practicing superintendents.
The districts represented by these superintendents were categorized
as small, medium or large based upon student enrollment at the time the
superintendent received the award. A small district had 1000 or fewer
students enrolled, a medium district had 1001 through 5000 students
enrolled, and a large district had 5000 or more students enrolled. This
criterion was established based on the size criteria used for the awarding of
the Arizona Award or the National Award. Of the respondents, 23% (N=3)
were superintendents in small districts, 23% (N=3) were superintendents in
medium districts, and 54% (N=7) were superintendents in large districts.
This analysis of the demographical data is summarized in Table 1.
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Table 1
Demographical Description of Survey Participants. (N=13)
Demographics
N

Percentage

Male

9

69%

Female

4

31%

Retired Superintendents

4

31%

Practicing Superintendents

9

69%

Small District (1000 or fewer students)

3

23%

Medium District (1001-4999 students

3

23%

Large District (5000 or more students)

7

54%

Phase Two
To determine the context in which the respondents with the most
deviant patterns selected characteristics, the researcher conducted semistructured interviews with five respondents. A purposeful criterion sampling
strategy was used to select the respondents for the Phase Two interviews.
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Potential interview participants were first identified using a frequency
table analysis of the listing survey data to determine those respondents who
selected key characteristics which the other superintendents did not hold in
common. The frequency analysis indicated nine of the 28 characteristics
were each selected by three or fewer of the respondents and were not held in
common by the majority as seen in Table 2.
Table 2
Characteristics not held in common by the majority.
Characteristic
Percentage Selected

N

Planning

23%

3

Mentoring

15%

2

Security

15%

2

Delegation

15%

2

Diversity

15%

2

Compliance

8%

1

Commitment to "Whole" Program

8%

1

Personal Evaluation

8%

1

Learning and Child Development

8%

1
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Of those characteristics not held in common, seven respondents (54%)
selected one and 3 (23%) identified two or more. Three respondents (23%)
identified only characteristics held in common by the majority therefore they
are not included in table 3.
Table 3
Respondent’s selection of Characteristics not held in Common.
Characteristic not
held in common

Participants
1

Planning

X

Delegation

X

2

3

4

5

9

10

X
X
X

X

X

Security

X

Commitment to Whole

X

Compliance

Other

8

X

Mentoring

Personal Evaluation

7

X

Diversity

Learning and Child Dev.

6

X

X
X
X
X
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The list of potential interview participants was then narrowed by
using additional quantitative analysis of these data to determine those
respondents who failed to select a characteristic which the other participants
held in common. The frequency analysis indicated eight of the 28
characteristics were each selected by 50% or more of the respondents. These
characteristics were considered held in common by the majority. The list of
ten potential interview candidate’s responses was further analyzed based on
their failure to select characteristics that were held in common by the
majority. Participants 5 and 9 did not select five of the eight characteristics
held in common by the majority. Additionally, participants 1, 4, and 6 did
not select four of the eight commonly selected characteristics. Participants 3
and 8 did not select three of the characteristics held in common. Finally,
participants 2, 7, and 10 did not select two of the characteristics commonly
selected characteristics. These selections are outlined in table 4.
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Table 4
Characteristics held in common by the majority but not selected by potential
interview candidates.
Characteristic selected
by the majority but not

Participants
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Big Picture Leadership

X

X

X

X

X

Decision Making

X

X

10

by potential
interviewees

X

Financial Stability
Highly Visible

X

Personnel Leadership

X

X

Shared Leadership

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

Visionary Leadership
Working Relationships

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

A cross-tab comparison was then completed to determine those
participants who most closely matched the purposeful sampling criteria of:
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1. selected characteristics that were not held in common by the majority
and
2. did not select the characteristics that were held in common by the
majority.
This analysis is depicted in Table 5.
Table 5. Cross-tab analysis of the number of characteristics selected by
respondents that were not held in common by the majority of respondents
and the number of characteristics not selected that were held in common by
the majority.
Table 5
Summary of Interview Participant Selections
Participant
# of characteristics selected # of characteristics not
which are not held in

selected from those selected

common by the majority

by the majority (from Table

(from Table 2)

3)

Participant 1 *

3

4

Participant 2

1

2
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Participant

# of characteristics selected

# of characteristics not

which are not held in

selected from those selected

common by the majority

by the majority (from Table

(from Table 2)

3)

Participant 3

1

3

Participant 4 *

1

4

Participant 5 *

4

5

Participant 6 *

1

4

Participant 7

1

2

Participant 8 *

2

3

Participant 9 *

1

5

Participant 10

1

2

* Denotes participants selected as interview candidates.
Based on these analyses six participants were selected as interview
candidates with the most deviant patterns.
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The respondents selected for interviews were notified via electronic
mail or through USPS of their identification as a candidate for an interview
(Appendix D). Included in this initial communiqué was a copy of the
individual’s completed survey that had previously been submitted. The
researcher then attempted to contact the selected participants by phone to
arrange interview dates and times (Appendix E).
The researcher was unable to make contact with Participant 6 to
complete the interview despite utilizing personal and business contacts to
assist with contacting the identified subjects. As a result of the data analyses
and availability five survey participants were selected for the interview
process.
On the predetermined date and time, the researcher telephoned each
participant. During the introduction to the interview, the researcher reviewed
the Subject Disclaimer Form (Appendix C) with the interviewees. All
interview participants acknowledged their voluntary participation in the
interviews and that each interview was audio-taped for research purposes as
described in the interview protocol (Appendix F). Interviews were held
during the August 2008 through September 2008 and with the subjects’
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permission were digitally recorded to afford an accurate record of the
interview. The average length of each interview was 14 minutes.
The interviews were completed in a semi-structured interview format
with one predetermined question asked, and from this question, the
interviewee’s narration provided for the direction of the interview. The
researcher also used aide-memorie to loosely guide the interview.
After the initial analyses of the interview data, it was determined the
researcher needed to complete a follow-up interview with each of the initial
interview subjects to gather more specific information. The interviewer
contacted each of the five participants and conducted follow-up interviews
during January 2009. During the introduction to the interview, the researcher
reviewed the Subject Disclaimer Form (Appendix C) with the interviewees.
All interview participants acknowledged their voluntary participation in the
interviews and that each interview was audio-taped for research purposes as
described in the interview protocol (Appendix F). The interviews were
completed in a semi-structured format. Each participant was asked to
expound upon their survey selections and to discuss their thoughts
concerning their failure to select a characteristic that was held in common by
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the majority. These interviews were digitally recorded with each subject’s
permission to afford an accurate record of the interview and the average
length of each interview was 10 minutes.
Data Analysis
Phase One
Phase One data was entered into a digital spreadsheet These data were
placed in a frequency table by the researcher. The data was then organized
by characteristic and by survey respondent demographics. As an additional
analysis of these data, the characteristics were reviewed to determine if any
categorical significance among the selections were revealed. The researcher
met with an experienced researcher to triangulate the data. The researcher
and the triangulator agreed upon four categories in which to sort the survey
characteristics. These categories were Attitudes, Actions, Skills, and
Knowledge. These four categories are defined as:
• Attitudes (those characteristics that were based on
superintendent’s perspective toward an activity);
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• Actions( those characteristics which require the act of doing
such as organizing an activity to accomplish an objective, or by
exerting power to cause change);
• Skills (those characteristics which demonstrate the
superintendents learned capacity to obtain results);
• Knowledge (those characteristic which drew only upon the
superintendents knowledge base).
A card sort technique was used to assign each characteristic to a
category. Once the categories were assigned to the characteristics, a
comparison of the most frequently selected characteristic by category to the
least frequently selected was completed.
Phase Two
Five non-structured telephone interviews were completed. With the
subject’s permission each of the interviews were digitally recorded to
improve on the accuracy and comprehension of the data collection.
Following the interview process, the researcher completely transcribed the
interview recordings. During transcription, all subject identification was
removed and replaced with a participant number to protect the identity of the
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respondents. The transcripts were then analyzed by the researcher by
marking content that was of interest in the transcripts. That is, those
responses the reflected current literature findings, reoccurred or was
unexpected were highlighted. Reducing the data was a first step in allowing
the researcher to present her interview material (Seidman, 1998).
After the initial review, it was determined that additional information
was required and the researcher conducted an additional round of interviews
with all five of the initial interview participants. These interviews were also
digitally recorded with the subject’s permission and were transcribed by the
researcher. During transcription, the subject identification was again
removed and matched with the participant’s previous interview transcripts to
ensure the development of a complete transcribed document. The combined
transcripts for interview one and interview two were analyzed marking
content that was of interest. Thereafter, the researcher began the process of
content analysis where the identifying, coding, and categorizing of the
primary patters in the data occurred
Triangulation
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The researcher also utilized an external reviewer to complete a
review of the researcher’s data analyses to provide the researcher with a
check for validity of interpretation of the data. This external interpretation of
the data is designed to increase the quality and the rigor of the data analyses
in relation to the research questions (Mason, 1996). The external review was
provided by a practicing exemplary superintendent who had previously been
awarded by the Arizona Award and the National Award but was not
included in the study.
At their initial meeting, the researcher provided the debriefer with
copies of the interview transcriptions and provided an overview of the study
and data collection methods. A dialogue ensued detailing the debriefer’s role
and through this discussion it was agreed that the triangulation process
would involve an independent review and analysis of the transcripts
followed by a meeting to discuss the findings. The debriefer was provided
copies of all transcripts and completed an independent review of them to
develop an unbiased analysis of the themes and connections.
The second step in the triangulation process was for the researcher to
meet with the debriefer to discuss their independent findings. This meeting
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involved a discussion of each finding using the evaluator’s knowledge of the
role, a review of relevant literature, and the researcher’s point of view.
During this meeting, each person shared their analysis, the quotes and the
research that supported these findings and the relationship of the findings to
the research questions. As differences in categories and findings were
divulged, a discussion of the literature and reasoning ensued. In each case,
mutual agreement of a category or finding was made. This meeting lasted
approximately three hours.
The researcher also completed a comparative analysis between the
interview data and the survey data. This information was utilized to identify
the common characteristics of the superintendent in the 21st Century.
Summary
A survey was administered to 17 exemplary superintendents in
Arizona asking them to select the key characteristics for superintendent
success. The responses were analyzed and from the analysis six of the initial
participants were asked to participate in individual semi-structured
interviews.
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The survey were administered by mail to the superintendents who
had received an exemplary superintendent award within the last five years.
The responses to the survey were analyzed, and interviews were conducted
to understand the context of the superintendent selections. These data were
analyzed using quantitative and qualitative methods. These data are analyzed
in Chapter four describes the findings.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Public school superintendents are considered the chief executive and
educational officers of their districts. They are responsible for the leadership
of their employees as well as the education of the students of their
community. The purpose of this study was to determine the key
characteristics superintendents need to be successful in this role in the
twenty-first century. The perceptions of current and past exemplary
superintendents were obtained to develop an understanding of the
application of these commonly selected characteristics to the
superintendency. These data were used to identify the key characteristics of
an exemplary superintendent.
The current chapter begins with a brief review of the study design,
followed by an introduction to the results and the findings. Data were
generally presented in narrative form with tables and figures included for
clarity and ends with a summary of the results.
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Study Design
The study was designed to analyze data regarding the key
characteristics reported by public school superintendents in Arizona to be
effective leaders in the twenty-first century. The multiple case study was
used to identify a list of the common characteristics of a successful
superintendent based on input from a group of previously identified
exemplary superintendents in Arizona. The case study explored why some of
the identified successful superintendents selected characteristics that were
not held in common with the majority of the group. The study was designed
and implemented in a two phase design.
In the first phase, 17 superintendents who had been identified as
exemplary by the Arizona School Administrators Association were recruited
to participate. 76% (N=13) of the exemplary superintendents completed and
submitted the ASBA Leadership Qualities Desired in an Education Leader
survey that was designed to identify the key characteristics of an effective
superintendent. In the second phase, five superintendent respondents from
the above sample participated in semi-structured telephone interviews to
develop the context of the superintendency in relation to the characteristics.
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Introduction to the Findings
A quantitative survey and qualitative interviews were utilized to
gather data for the study. The data are presented and analyzed in the order of
the research questions. The survey requested that the respondents identify
ten key characteristics which led to their effectiveness as an exemplary
superintendent. Also requested on the survey was demographic data such as
district size, employment status, and gender.
The semi-structured interviews were designed to provide qualitative
data about the context of the superintendency. The data gathered was used to
develop an understanding of the relevance of these commonly selected
characteristics to the role of the superintendent.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed with the intention of determining the key
characteristics exemplary Arizona superintendents believed to be necessary
to be an effective superintendent in the twenty-first century. The first
research question is restated and followed by the descriptive findings. Then,
research question two is presented with the analysis of the interview data. A
summary of the data analysis is provided at the end of the chapter.
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Research Question 1
What key characteristics do exemplary superintendents identify as
most important for an effective superintendent in Arizona in the twenty-first
century?
Survey Data Analysis
Of the 17 recruited participants, 76% (N=13) completed and
submitted the survey. The quantitative data needed to address this research
question were gathered from the completed surveys (Appendix B). These
data were compiled and organized using a computerized spreadsheet and are
displayed in Figure 1.
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Figure 1
Survey Characteristics Ordered by the Number of Respondents that Selected
each Characteristic. (N)=13.
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Characteristics Held in Common
An analysis of these data showed that respondents most frequently
selected the characteristic working relationships (77%). In this survey, the
characteristic of working relationships was defined as having the capacity to
encourage and inspire leadership; to develop collaborative working
relationships at all levels of the organization; and to be able to delegate tasks
as well as define roles appropriately. It is important to note of the three
superintendents who did not select this characteristic; two used the “Other”
section at the end of the survey to write in comments. One of these
superintendents wrote in “building relationships” as key and the other added
“governing board-superintendent relationships”. By including these two
responses the percent of exemplary superintendents who selected
“relationships” increases to 92% (N=12).
Decision-making was the second most frequently selected
characteristic (69%). Decision-making was defined as having the ability to
provide collaborative yet decisive leadership, after seeking input from
individuals who may be impacted by the decision.

125

62% of the respondents selected Big Picture Leadership Plus which
refers to the ability of the superintendent to continually maintain a big
picture (10,000 ft. view level) of the district while being able to effectively
and efficiently work in and out of daily issues and challenges. Also selected
by 62% of the respondents was Highly Visible. High visibility reflects a
superintendent’s commitment to being visible in the district and community
to a broad range of stakeholder groups. In addition, the characteristic of
Financial Stability was selected by 62% of the group as key. Being
financially stable was defined as having the ability to identify and analyze
the key financial indicators needed to provide sound fiscal management and
the efficient and effective use of district resources.
The additional survey characteristics held in common by the majority
as shown by being selected by at least 50% of the respondents are Personnel
Leadership, Visionary Leadership, and Shared Leadership. Personnel
Leadership (54%) was defined as the ability to attract and retain the best
employees for respective positions as well as being able to reassign or
dismiss people that are organizational “mismatches.” Also selected by 54%
of the respondents was Visionary Leadership. In the survey this
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characteristic refers to demonstrating the ability to communicate and build
support for a clear vision and shared focus on the direction needed to create
a world-class school system. The characteristic of Shared Leadership refers
to the superintendent realizing that most of the school district’s
accomplishments are mediated through the work of others and was selected
by 54% of the respondents as well.
Characteristics Not Held in Common
The analyses of the survey data also highlighted those characteristics
that were not held in common by the majority. These characteristics were
selected as key by 25% or fewer of the respondents. The least frequently
selected characteristics, meaning only one respondent selected the
characteristic, were
• Compliance-having an understanding of the local,
state, and federal regulations and mandates;
•

Commitment to ”Whole Program”-being strongly
committed to a variety of academic and cocurricular programs;
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• Personal Evaluation-demonstrates emotional
intelligence by using formal and informal
strategies to gather feedback to accurately interpret
the perceptions of others; and
• Learning and Child Development-has a strong
knowledge in curriculum and instruction and
guides the planning and implementation of federal
guidelines.
Additionally, the characteristics of Mentoring, Security, Delegation, and
Diversity each had only two respondents select them. Finally, Planning was
selected by three participants (23%). In this survey, Planning was described
as having the ability to effectively plan and implement continuous
improvement through research, data analysis, and continuous monitoring of
the learning and management systems. It is also important to note that none
of the exemplary superintendents selected Media or Facility Development as
key characteristics.
Theses data was also sorted and reviewed based on the demographic
data gathered from the survey. When the characteristic selections were
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sorted based on gender, current employment, and district size there were no
consistent differences noted.
In the final analysis of the survey data, the characteristics were
grouped and analyzed categorically. The researcher determined that the
characteristics could be separated into the following four categories:
• Attitudes (those characteristics that were based on
superintendent’s perspective toward an activity);
• Actions (those characteristics which require the act of doing
such as organizing an activity to accomplish an objective, or by
exerting power to cause change);
• Skills (those characteristics which demonstrate the
superintendents learned capacity to obtain results);
• Knowledge (those characteristic which drew only upon the
superintendents knowledge base).
Of the eight characteristics held in common by the majority three
(working relationships, highly visible, and shared leadership) were
determined to be attitudinal. These three characteristics are described using
terms such as encourage, inspire, humble, and commitment. Decision
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making was determined to be the only characteristic in the majority
determined to be in the action category. The remaining four characteristics
(big picture leadership, financial stability, personnel leadership, and
visionary leadership) all were categorized as skills. Each of these skill based
characteristics requires the superintendent to use learned abilities to execute.
Those characteristics not held in common were then reviewed based
on their assigned category. There were nine characteristics identified as not
held in common by the majority. Of these two (diversity and commitment to
the whole child) were determined to be attitudinal. These characteristics are
described using terms such as understanding and commitment. Two
characteristics were determined to be action based. These were mentoring
and compliance both of which require the exemplary superintendent to take
action.
Additionally, there were four characteristics (planning, security,
delegation, and personal evaluation) that were categorized as skills. Each of
these skill based characteristics requires the superintendent to use learned
abilities to complete. Finally, learning and child development was the only
characteristic of the least commonly selected characteristics determined to
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be in the knowledge category. The comparison of the characteristics by
category is illustrated in Table six.
Table 6
Comparison of Frequency of Characteristics by Category.
Category
Number of characteristics Number of characteristics
Held in Common (N=8)

Not Held in Common (N= 9)

Attitudes

3

2

Actions

1

2

Skills

4

4

Knowledge

0

1

As illustrated in Table 6, a comparison of the categories based on the
frequency of their selection resulted in no noteworthy categorical differences
between those most frequently selected and those least frequently selected
characteristics.
Research Question 2
What explains the selected key characteristics that are not held in
common by the majority of survey superintendents?
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Interview Data Analysis
In this study, qualitative interview data was collected to enrich the
quantitative survey data collected and to address research question two. As
described in Chapter 3, interview participants were identified using the
quantitative analysis of the survey to determine those respondents who failed
to select a characteristic which the other superintendents held in common.
A semi-structured interview process was utilized and provided each
subject with the opportunity to share his/her perspectives, beliefs, and
knowledge. The objective of these interviews was to have the participants
share their personal feelings about the superintendency. By telling their
story, the subjects provided awareness and insight into the areas of
leadership and organizational effectiveness.
The interviews consisted of the researcher asking the same initial
question to all participants. In addition to the single overarching question,
the researcher asked clarifying questions which were specific to each
interviewee. The initial interviews occurred from August 2008 to September
2008 and lasted an average of 14 minutes. A structured follow-up interview
was conducted with each of the original five interview participants during
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January 2009. These follow-up interviews lasted an average of 10 minutes.
All of the interviews were digitally recorded with the subjects’ permission
and the collected data was transcribed and analyzed.
Interview question one
In the interview protocol (Appendix F) the interview subjects were
provided an explanation indicating the structure of the interview. The
researcher had a single prepared interview question which was designed to
allow the subject to provide their individual view of the superintendency and
characteristics needed to be effective in that role. The interview question
was, “As you review your listing survey, can you tell me about what
prompted you to choose the characteristics that you selected?” The purpose
of this question was to gather information about the context of the
superintendent role. The context in which a superintendent functions guides
the understanding of the work in the superintendency.
The analysis of the exemplary superintendents’ responses to this
question indicated that there were three constructs which they used to phrase
their approach to this question. These were student achievement, philosophy
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and the current state of the district. The quotes below represent each of these
paradigms.
Two of the superintendents approached the whole of the survey with
student achievement and student learning as their core mission.
Superintendent One addressed this more generally as, “I tried to determine
the collection of ten that I thought mattered the most to our product as far as
student learning and making progress in that area. Whereas, Superintendent
Nine focused more specifically when she indicated,
It seems to me that every single one of these items was essential
to an effective superintendent.... I asked myself what are the
ones [characteristics] that have made a difference during the
times that I have been making a difference with improving
student achievement in a system. I just chose the ones that were
important during those times.
Alternatively, both Superintendents Five and Eight indicated they
approached the survey based on their philosophical beliefs about students
and education in general. Superintendent Five stated,
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Well, I think, as an administrator or an educator you have a
belief system, and you follow those certain beliefs, criteria,
philosophy… you articulate that when you are talking about
what do in order to be effective. [My responses were made]
based on my philosophical views of education and working
with people and getting people to work with you.
This focus on philosophy was also evident in Superintendent Eight’s
response when he says,
I had to look into myself [for] the underriding principle of why
I do what I do. And that is, you try and do what is best for kids.
And so using that as maybe the underlying theme behind all of
my answers is that I’m in the business of being a
superintendent, and hopefully being successful, because the
bottom line has always been is this is what’s truly in the best
interest of children.
The response that most indicates the impact of context in the
responses came from Superintendent Four who had retired from the
district where she had earned her Arizona award. She indicated her
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responses were influenced by her current role as an interim
superintendent in a struggling district. She explains,
I think some of them were influenced because I was
doing an interim superintendent where some of these qualities
were so blatantly disregarded and you saw, I could see how
important they were in the effectiveness for an organization
because they were lacking. ….[asking herself] what went wrong
here and what would be the key things that should have been in
place in order to not have this kind of melt down that happened
in the district. ….what was the key ingredients that were
missing.
In general, the interviewed superintendents answered the
surveys based on their philosophy of education, a focus on student
achievement and the context of the community in which they are/were
working. These responses provided a background for the analysis of
the rest of the survey data.
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Characteristics Not Held in Common by the Majority
In each interview, the researcher asked clarifying questions specific to
the particular interviewee’s selection of key characteristics. These queries
were designed to answer research question two by attempting to gather from
the exemplary superintendents explanations of their selections on the survey.
The responses to these clarifying questions are organized by characteristic
and summarized below.
Planning
Three superintendents selected the characteristic planning as a key
component of their success. This characteristic was described as having the
ability to effectively plan and implement continuous individual and
organizational improvement through research, data analysis and continuous
monitoring of the learning and management systems. All three of these
superintendents related planning to having an approach focused on
instruction as a key to ensuring student academic success which they believe
to be at the core of their role. For example, Superintendent Nine stated,
Planning is important in improving student achievement,
because the planning process involves figuring out what is
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going on, assessing where students are and where they need to
be, and what needs to happen to move them from where they
are to where they need to be.
Furthermore, Superintendent Four indicated that “to support continuous
school improvement you have to have a plan, otherwise you are just doing
stuff. .... [We] have to be really focused in where we are; where we want to
go and how do we get there.” Superintendent One interpreted the
characteristic of planning as it relates to the district wide strategic plan and
the instructional focus of the district. She declared, “We are very laser
focused on student achievement and … one of my primary functions is to
align deeply the structures within our organization together to support
movement in the right direction.” Further, she indicated that all of her work
is focused through the district strategic plan. She said, “We do nothing in
this district without a community agenda. [We are] community based, they
authored our strategic plan …”
All three of these superintendents looked to planning as a mechanism
for assuring the success of their districts in the future. Their comments
focused on the continued academic success of their students and
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implementing their vision of the future highlights the importance of this
characteristic in the context of each of their individual districts.
Mentoring
Only one of the interviewed superintendents selected mentoring as a
key characteristic. Mentoring refers to the superintendent’s aptitude in both
skills and knowledge to develop principals as outstanding academic and
operational leaders. This superintendent indicated that he has to “rely on
principals to carry out responsibilities and they’re the leaders of our
schools.” This is a key component as the exemplary superintendent looks to
ensuring maintenance of high quality leadership in the future. He goes on to
state, “If they are not taught well and mentored well on an ongoing basis
then we may not be doing all that we want to in setting the proper example.”
As the superintendent in a relatively small and rural district attracting new
leaders is a challenge. This exemplary superintendent answered the survey
based on his philosophy of “doing what is best for kids” and developing a
leadership cadre that creates continuity in this philosophy comes directly
from mentoring.
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Security
The characteristic Security is defined as the superintendent’s proven
ability to secure and promote positive student behavior conducive to a
positive learning climate. Two of the interviewed superintendents selected
this characteristic. Both of these superintendents indicated security was a
key component of a successful superintendent because they believe that in
order for students to learn they have to feel safe and have a positive learning
environment. Superintendent Five stated,
In order for students to learn, they have to feel good about
themselves. ….They feel comfortable in that environment.
Teachers also want to know if they have students that could
possibly be a threat to them. They want to know that someone
is going to help correct that behavior and support them.
Because if you have positive student behavior, we know that it
is conducive to a positive learning climate. …. there is a saying
up now and then in teachers’ classroom that says that teachers
have a right to teach and students have a right to learn. I think
that comes about through security.
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Beyond a positive learning community, Superintendent Five also
focused on physical safety of students and staff. As the superintendent
of an intercity school the safety of the district is in the forefront of his
thinking. He indicated that one way to create a positive learning
environment is through “[physical] safety…from the outside elements.
So I am looking at security and safety, those are huge in order for the
educational process in order for learning to take place.”
While Superintendent Eight is not from a traditionally
dangerous community, his philosophy of educating the whole child
and developing the character of the student as well as the academics
of the students influenced this selection for him. In fact, his district’s
mission statement outlines “guiding principles” upon which the
district focuses their efforts. He related this sentiment by saying,
In my district, the key responsibility is to do what is best for
kids. ….The security of students and promoting positive student
behaviors is at the core of our work. It directly matches the
mission statement and is at the heart of our culture.
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These superintendents selected security as a key characteristic of an
exemplary superintendent, however, in their comments they were
focused on creating a culture of positive student behavior with the
intent to improve student achievement.
Delegation
Only one of the interviewed superintendents selected delegation as a
key component of a superintendent. This characteristic is described as the
superintendent delegates appropriately and holds all individuals accountable
for their respective responsibilities. Superintendent One indicated she
selected delegation as a component of the working relationship she has with
her staff. She indicated that they were “a subset” of each other. The
delegation of duties to dedicated staff is crucial for the success of a district.
While she was the only superintendent who did not select “working
relationships” or write in a comment about relationships on the survey, her
interview responses indicated a strong commitment to relationships as a key
characteristic of an exemplary superintendent.
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Diversity and Commitment to the “Whole” program
Superintendent Five was the only interviewed participant to select
each diversity and commitment to the “whole” program as key
characteristics. Diversity means that the superintendent understands the
needs of all students and staff and is able to mobilize efforts to improve
achievement gap and opportunities for all children. Commitment to the
“whole” program is described as being strongly committed to a variety of
academic and co-curricular programs to enhance the opportunities for all
students. During the interview, Superintendent Five indicated these two
characteristics were closely related and very important aspects of his job. He
stated,
I think it’s important that our staff understands that all those
[No Child Left Behind] groups need to be progressing at the
same level, achievement wise or close to the same level as our
whole group is progressing and I find that schools that are not
focusing on those other groups of students… those students
may be progressing as much as 30 points behind the whole
group. Whereas they should be progressing right along with the

143

whole group and certainly no more than 10 points below that
group….
He goes on to indicate that as a superintendent in an intercity school district,
he believes
if we want all of our children to learn and achieve then we have
to focus on all of the unique needs that our kids have. And
cultural and impoverished children that come to our school they
have special needs, too. And we have to be aware of that and
we have to address those issues and we have to provide
intervention strategies for those kids in order for them to catch
up. I am a firm believer all students can learn, just given those
prerequisites that maybe some of them have missed out on. But
once they get those that foundation piece, they can learn as well
as any affluent kid can.
The intercity location and demographics of Superintendent Five’s
district combined with his focus on student achievement appears to
have impacted the selections he made on the survey.
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Learning and Child Development
Only one superintendent selected learning and child development as a
key component of a successful district leader. This characteristic is
explained as the superintendent has a strong knowledge in curriculum and
instruction, understands how children learn and can guide the instructional
planning process to meet the challenges of Arizona Learns and NCLB.
Superintendent One indicated that this characteristic is “the core of our
work” and as a superintendent she should “be pretty much focused on [this
as] mission critical”. She goes on to indicate that while she doesn’t do the
technical work of curriculum and instruction, she believes “a solid deep
actual knowledge and skill base in those areas [curriculum and instruction,
instructional planning, and how children learn] is really important.” She was
particularly perplexed that she was the only superintendent to select this
characteristic.
Characteristics Not Selected
The data in the previous section reflected the interviewees’ thoughts
on the characteristics that were not selected by the majority but were
selected by the interview participants. In this section, the interview
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participants were asked to discuss their thoughts on the characteristics that
were commonly selected by the majority but not selected by these
respondents. The purpose of asking these clarifying questions was to better
understand the context and reasoning behind their failure to select
characteristics that their peers perceived as crucial to the superintendency.
The characteristics held in common by the majority (50% or more of
respondents) but not selected by the interviewees were working
relationships, decision-making, big picture leadership plus, highly visible,
personnel leadership, visionary leadership, and shared leadership. The
responses to these clarifying questions are summarized below.
Working Relationships
The characteristic of working relationships is defined as having the
ability to encourage and inspire leadership and collaborative working
relationships at all levels of the organization, and delegate tasks as well as
define roles appropriately. This characteristic was the most frequently
selected one on the survey with 77% of respondents selecting it as a key
component of their success. While two of the interview participants did not
select working relationships as one of the ten most important characteristics,
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one of them indicated in the other category that building relationships with
the board was critical for an exemplary superintendent.
However, during the interviews both participants indicated that
interpersonal skills and working relationships are extremely important
components of the superintendency. Superintendent Five indicated,
As a superintendent you have to be able to develop
relationships with people…. Relationship building is what it is
all about and I truly feel that any time you take on a supervisory
role, if you do have the relationship piece in place, then you
have an environment that is going to be I think a nurturing
environment first of all, but one that also people are willing to
do what’s necessary to educate all children.
Superintendent One connected relationships to the “collaboration that is
persuasive around the [her] district” as a component of building working
relationships as well. She went on to state that she “encourages and inspires
leadership in working relationships.”
When asked specifically about not selecting working relationships
Superintendent One indicated that she felt that there was
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…some redundancy among the items here, so I would suggest
that I did not exclude entirely something about working
relationships when I talked about [the characteristic of]
delegation. I also checked [the characteristic] situational
leadership which has all to do with communication, also [the
characteristic] visionary leadership.
This sentiment was repeated by Superintendent Five who stated, “I think
relationships are paramount.” He went on to say, “I saw it [the characteristic
of working relationships] in another [characteristic] that I was selecting.”
This superintendent also wrote in on the survey under other qualities
suggested “Builds positive relationships with all stakeholders” and circled
relationships for emphasis. This combined with his statements accurately
relays his attitudes about the importance of relationships in the
superintendency.
While both of these superintendents did not select the characteristic
working relationships their interview responses clearly indicate their belief
that relationships and interpersonal skills are essential in the leadership of a
district.
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Decision-making
Decision-making was the second most frequently selected
characteristic (69%) on the survey and two of the interviewed respondents
did not select it as a key component. It is defined as the superintendent
provides collaborative yet decisive leadership, after seeking input from
individuals who may be impacted by a decision. Ultimately, he/she makes
each decision based on what is in the best interest of the students of the
district.
Both of the interviewed superintendents indicated that while decisionmaking was a very important task as a leader, it was not the most important
criteria on the list. Superintendent Nine indicated that she felt “if she was
doing all of the rest [the other characteristics that were selected] the
decisions are just a routine part of all of that”. She went on to say, “I don’t
think it’s at the core of improving achievement and improving the quality of
teachers work.”
Superintendent Five stated “decision-making is very important but
there are other criteria that were selected. I believe that decision-making
becomes part of those criteria.” From these responses, it is clear that the
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while having the ability to make decisions is important, this skill is not at the
heart of the work of the exemplary superintendent.
Big Picture Leadership Plus
Sixty-two percent of the survey respondents selected Big Picture
Leadership Plus which refers to the ability of the superintendent to
continually maintain a big picture (10,000 ft. view level) of the district while
being able to effectively and efficiently work in and out of daily issues and
challenges. Three of the five interviewees did not select this characteristic as
one of the top ten from the list of 28 on the survey. Each of these three
superintendents indicated that it was not selected because there were other
choices that were more important to them. Superintendent Eight put words
to this consensus by saying, “…the big picture is important but if the small
pieces go together it builds the big picture. If these top ten are in place and
they are done well the big picture is complete and whole.”
Highly Visible
High visibility reflects a superintendent’s commitment to being visible
in the district and community to a broad range of stakeholder groups. The
characteristic of highly visible was selected by 62% of the respondents
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surveyed. Despite this relatively high percentage on the survey, four of the
five participants interviewed did not select this as a key characteristic.
Furthermore, despite their failure to select this characteristic, the interviewed
superintendents indicated that they perceived being highly visible as
important, albeit each with their own understanding and application of the
characteristic.
Superintendent One supported the importance of being in the schools
as indicated by this comment “at this time of year before September is out; I
will have been in every classroom in our school district. ….This is a public
relations factor and benefit that I certainly don’t diminish as far as its
importance”. However, she did not feel that high visibility contributed to her
success as a superintendent. Superintendent Nine reiterated that sentiment
when she stated that “high visibility is important but its importance doesn’t
outweigh the other items she selected which are more closely aligned with
student achievement.”
Superintendent Five approached being highly visible through school
visitations and felt that his presence on school sites signaled his support of
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teachers and what the teachers were trying to accomplish. This sentiment
was clear during the interview, in which he stated,
When I think of visibility, I think of superintendents being in
the classroom. …your staff needs to know you are alive and
well and one of the ways you show that you are doing well and
that you are also alive and you are supporting them is being out
on their own turf where they live during the day.
Superintendent Eight approached being visible from yet another
different viewpoint. He indicated that he felt being highly visible was
“important in the sense that schools/districts are responsible for student
achievement and the district must be transparent and visible in ensuring the
community knows where we [the district] stand on this measuring stick.”
Each of the interviewed superintendents agreed that being visible in
the community was a component of being a superintendent; however, none
of them felt that it truly enriched the school district’s ability to improve
student achievement which is the core of their work. However, each of them
also reiterated that there are certain times and circumstances that being
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highly visible is required to garner the support needed to ensure the success
of the district.
Personnel Leadership
Personnel Leadership was selected by 54% of the survey respondents
and was defined as the ability to attract and retain the best employees for
respective positions as well as being able to reassign or dismiss people that
are organizational “mismatches.” While more than half of those surveyed
selected this characteristic, of the interviewed respondents four of the five
did not selected it. When questioned, each superintendent had a different
take on the need for personnel leadership as it was defined in this study
based primarily on the context of their work. For example, Superintendent
Four is a strong proponent of site-based management so she sees herself as
having the ‘big picture leadership role.” Her philosophy of this type of
leadership is reflected in this interview comment. “Each site is responsible
for really doing whatever it needed to do to get the schools, you know
academically accountable and the district office was there to just support
them in any way.”
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Superintendent Nine indicated that she did not exclude this as a key
component but rather she placed the need for personnel leadership under the
umbrella of the characteristic advocacy for staff and students. In the survey,
this characteristic was explained as being committed to advocacy for the
needs of all students, the belief that all students can and will succeed, the
continuous growth and improvement of all educators and schools including
the participation of all parents and stakeholders of the community.
Superintendent Nine indicated she had worked primarily in very small
districts so for her personnel leadership was focused in professional
development for teachers. She stated,
In the systems where I have worked with poverty demographics
the teacher preparation, the teacher preparation that is typical in
the colleges and districts does not prepared teachers to work
successfully with our demographic with children of our
demographics. It takes so much more and so working with the
teacher’s professional development toward improving the
quality of the match to the demographics and the needs of the
students is a high-priority.

154

Finally, Superintendents One and Five both indicated that while
personnel leadership is important they are not embroiled in that area
on a daily basis thus other characteristics were more important to
them. These responses indicate that the superintendent’s believe that
having a solid staff working at the district is important, however, it is
not central to the superintendent’s role.
Visionary Leadership
As selected by 54% of the respondents a key characteristic was
visionary leadership. In the survey, this characteristic refers to
demonstrating the ability to communicate and build support for a clear
vision and shared focus on the direction needed to create a world-class
school system. Both Superintendent Eight and Nine did not select this
characteristic. During the interviews, both superintendents pointed out that
visionary leadership was embedded in their other selections.
Superintendent Eight’s discussion of being a visionary was crafted
around the idea of developing relationships. He clarifies this by saying
“what you try to do is to influence others in such a way so that they want to
be self-initiators to really do the very best that they can and to really help
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them to grow and learn.” He further stated, “[we are] interdependent and
really do what can we do to bring out the best in one another.” Visionary
leadership was mentioned by Superintendent Nine as
… it has been essential to work side by side with the people
doing the work and to know that they have wisdom in their
hearts and minds and I don’t have all of the answers. But
working together we can pool our knowledge and skills to find
out what we don’t know, and then we are more likely to get the
results we want. In a small school it important that every single
person is contributing their very best to get the best results.
While both of these superintendents did not select visionary leadership their
comments certainly indicate they believe a strong and clear vision is a key in
leading a successful school district.
Shared Leadership
The characteristic of Shared Leadership refers to the superintendent
realizing that most of the school district’s accomplishments are mediated
through the work of others and was selected by 54% of the respondents on
the survey. Each of the three of superintendents interviewed who did not
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select this characteristic believed that the essential qualities of this
characteristic were evident in other selections they made. Superintendent
Four did not select this characteristic because it didn’t include the quality of
“willingness to take responsibility”. She believes that people “can participate
in it [the decision] but they don’t get to make it.” She used the example of
hiring a superintendent to illustrate this point. She says, “They all want to be
involved, yet if in fact that superintendent is not successful…there is no
responsibility to set them [the new superintendent] up for success.”
When questioned about her selections, Superintendent One indicated
her leadership is shared through the community agenda and participation.
She declared “We do nothing in this school district without a community
agenda.” Her vision of shared leadership is “to do the will of the community
through the superintendent role.”
Superintendent Four discussed shared leadership in the realm of
teacher leaders. He says, “The thing, I try to promote… [that] is important;
we got to develop our teachers to be leaders. We’ve got good teacher leaders
out there, but we want to see more teacher leaders.” So the idea of sharing
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leadership among everyone to make sure that everyone has a say, in that
everyone has responsibility is critical.
These superintendents believed in the philosophy of shared leadership
but in practice, ultimately it is the superintendent that makes and takes
responsibility for the decisions based on the input provided from the
stakeholders. This pragmatic view of leadership is a common theme
throughout these interviews.
Results Summary
This chapter presented the results from the Leadership Qualities
Desired in an Educational Leader survey and a series of interviews with
selected respondents of that survey. The quantitative data reported were
obtained during phase one of the study and expressed using descriptive
statistics. The descriptive analysis indicated that working relationships and
decision making were the most frequently selected characteristics. These
data were also grouped by category and analyzed for any commonalities
among the tasks related to the characteristics most frequently selected and
those not commonly selected. This analysis failed to identify any
commonalities among the survey data.
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The qualitative phase of the study included data collected from semistructured interviews with exemplary superintendents whose survey
selections were not held in common by the majority of exemplary
superintendents. The data analysis process involved the use of content
analysis to reveal patterns of participants’ responses to identify themes and
consistencies to develop explanations of the selections made on the survey.
The interview findings support the importance of relationships in all
facets of the superintendency. Additionally, these findings were consistent
with the quantitative data gathered as well as the review of the literature.
These findings were incorporated as suggestions and recommendations to
improve practice in superintendent preparation programs at the university
level and professional development offerings for superintendents in Chapter
Five.
Converse to the survey findings the interviews highlighted the
importance of student achievement to the exemplary superintendents. The
importance of student achievement was not noted in the survey data
analysis. The interviews also highlighted the discrepancies in the survey
definitions, the redundancy of the survey items and the limitations of survey
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data to understand the phenomenon of the superintendent’s role. These
factors lead to limited findings in this study.
The next chapter will provide an overview of the study, findings,
conclusions based on the interpretation of the findings and recommendations
for further research.

160

CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION
This final chapter of the dissertation restates the research
problem and reviews the methodology used in the study. The major
sections of the chapter summarize the findings and discuss possible
implications. The findings of the study are described by phase
(research question) to enhance the review of the study.
Statement of the Problem
Education in America is in a state of flux and the profile of education
in Arizona is no different than the rest of the country. In Arizona, the major
concerns are meeting the accountability guidelines of NCLB, addressing the
needs of a growing number of English Language Learners and the impact of
decreasing resources. Across the state, educational stakeholders (i.e. political
leaders, community members, educational leaders, parents, teachers, and
students) agree that the condition of education is at a crisis level. District
superintendents are charged with leading and managing in this crisis and as
such play a pivotal role in the success of each school as well as the district as
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a whole. The skills and expectations needed by superintendents to lead
educational organizations in the twenty-first century are vastly different than
those needed by superintendents in the past.
As the chief operating officer, the superintendent is responsible for all
aspects of the management and for the instructional leadership of the district.
In the current state of education, the superintendency requires an energetic,
personable, visionary leader who can shepherd the district stakeholders to
meet the growing demands for educational perfection. A review of the
literature indicates there has been considerable research on the
characteristics of educational leaders; however, this research has not been
completed based on the perceptions of experienced exemplary
superintendents. The purpose of this study was to contribute to the
leadership knowledge base by identifying the most commonly selected
characteristics needed to be an exemplary superintendent in Arizona and to
expand the knowledge base of the differences among them.
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Review of the Methodology
The main goal of this study was to identify the key characteristics
needed by a school district superintendent to meet the demands of this
position in the complex educational environment of the 21st century.
The research questions were as follows:
1. What key characteristics do exemplary superintendents identify as
most important for an effective superintendent in Arizona in the
21st century?
2. What explains the selected key characteristics that are not held in
common by the majority of survey superintendents?
In this two phase study, the first phase was focused on the collection
of data from 17 superintendents who had been identified as exemplary by
the Arizona School Administrators Association. These superintendents used
the ASBA Leadership Qualities Desired in an Education Leader survey to
select the ten key characteristics of an effective superintendent.
In the second phase, exemplary superintendents participated in two
semi-structured telephone interviews to develop the context of the
superintendency in relation to the characteristics. The population for the
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qualitative section of the study consisted of five superintendents who were
selected based on the survey responses received in phase one. The presented
results are the significant factors determined by the study and are presented
as phase one and phase two.
Summary of Findings
Phase One Findings
The purpose of this phase was to address the first research question.
What key characteristics do exemplary superintendents identify
as most important for an effective superintendent in Arizona in
the 21st century?
Phase one data for this study was collected using survey research and
resulted in three significant findings.
In this phase, there were 17 recruited exemplary superintendents of
which 76% (N=13) completed and submitted the survey. A total of 31%
(N=4) were female and 69% (N=9) were male. Four (31%) of the
participants were retired superintendents and nine (69%) were currently
practicing superintendents. The districts represented by these
superintendents were categorized as small (N=3), medium (N=3), or large
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(N=7) based upon their student enrollment at the time the superintendent
was recognized as exemplary.
This study sought to determine the perceptions recognized public
school superintendents in Arizona have of the characteristics and skills
needed for leading a school district. The exemplary superintendents in this
study identified the ability to develop working relationships throughout the
organization as one of the most important characteristic an exemplary school
superintendent should possess. This characteristic is widely mentioned in the
literature on leadership theory and in effective leadership research (see Björk
& Keedy, 2001; Björk & Kowalski, 2005; Hoyle et al., 2005; Konnert &
Augenstein, 1995; Kowalski & Perreault. 2001; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003;
Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008). In fact, in a recent national survey of
1,338 superintendents, Glass and Franceschini (2007) found that
interpersonal relationship skills were identified as the most important factor
in superintendent effectiveness. The significance of this result is evident in
the survey data and the interview data from this study and will be further
developed later in this chapter.
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Another characteristic perceived to be significant through the survey
data findings is the ability to provide collaborative yet decisive leadership,
after seeking input from individuals who may be impacted by the decision.
Yukl (1998) synthesized multiple decision-making theories to create a
continuum which runs from the least to the most participative forms of
decision-making. In his review, decision-making was closely tied to human
relationships. The importance of decision making is found throughout the
literature on the management aspects of education as well as within the
leadership research (Björk, et al., 2005; Brunner, 1998; Kowalski, 1995).
Finally, and perhaps the most important findings from the survey
data were methodological. In this research, the limitations of the survey
instrument as well as the limitations of using a survey as a research strategy
were apparent. These findings are outlined below.
Survey Instrument Findings
The survey instrument injected three significant limitations into this
study. These limitations were a marked inconsistency between the item
labels, the item descriptors and the leadership literature, overlap among
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items on the survey, and utilization of the instrument outside its designed
intent. These limitations are discussed in detail in the following section.
First, the researcher determined that there was a weakness in the
survey definitions used for some of the descriptors when compared to the
definition of a characteristic in the literature. For example, on the survey
situational leadership is defined as having the ability to effectively utilize a
variety of communication skills and approaches with multiple audiences. In
the commonly read educational research, the situational leadership approach
is based on the assumption that each instance of leadership is different and
therefore requires a unique combination of leaders, followers, and leadership
situations (Gates et al., 1976). The survey definition focuses on
communication as the key ability, and the research focuses on the behaviors
and skills used in a multitude of situations. This lack of congruity among the
survey instrument and the research was found in several definitions. This
may have confounded the data as it is unknown if the exemplary
superintendents based their response on the item or on the definition given.
The disconnect between the survey’s definitions and the commonly
understood research definitions may have contributed to variability of the
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superintendents selection and may account for the limited findings in the
survey data. This limitation has been shown in other’s research as reported
by Merriam (1998). She indicates that frequently the effects of the question
format, in this case, in the form of the definitions may significantly impact
the study findings.
Secondly, there was significant overlap among the items on the
survey. For example, the characteristics of Belief System and Advocacy for
staff and students clearly have significant commonalities. In this study,
Belief System is defined as a strong belief system in the worth and capacity
of all children. Advocacy for staff and students is defined in part as …the
belief that all students can and will succeed… This overlap was also evident
in several other items as reported by the interviewed superintendents. For
instance, Superintendent One indicated “there is some redundancy among
the items here, so I would suggest I didn’t exclude entirely something about
working relationships when I talked about [selected] decision making.”
When questioned about his failure to select a commonly selected
characteristic Superintendent Five stated, “…I saw it in another that I was
selecting.” This overlap was also evident in the development of categories
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among the characteristics. The researcher’s efforts to triangulate the survey
data using categories resulted in no differences in the frequency of
selections.
These limitations within the research instrument significantly limited
the usefulness of the survey data as it was ambiguous and lacked reliability.
This was verified by Superintendent One during the interview phase when
questioned about not selecting a particular characteristic. He stated, “I have
to tell you, if I were to do this [take the survey] again, I could have very
easily selected that one.” This lack of reliability significantly limits the use
of the data. It is recommended that in future studies each item on the survey
instrument address only one essential characteristic and that each
characteristic be listed only once.
Finally, while it is important to note that the survey instrument was a
limitation in this study, this was primarily due to the researcher using the
instrument in a method outside its designed intent. This survey tool was
designed by ASBA to develop the criteria for a superintendent search
committee. When used in this manner, the survey allows participants to
select as many of the characteristics that they feel are needed in a
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superintendent. The opportunity to select as many of the items as the
respondent feels are valuable provides a greater depth and breadth of data.
Additionally, the overlaps in the characteristics can then be coded to
multiple categories. The overlap in the definitions of the items would then
provide a reliability check in the instrument. Rea and Parker (2005) describe
reliability checks as a method to confirm the respondent’s consistency of
response by overlapping the characteristics in a somewhat different manner
at a different place in the survey. These reliability checks provide the
researcher with a mechanism to measure the dependability of a subjects
answer based on a comparison of responses to those connected items. In this
study, participants were required to select a limited number of answers
which may have confounded the results. Without the parameters of a forced
choice, as used in the current study, this overlap of items would have
provided reliability to the data collected. This data could then be useful in
the development of a profile of a superintendent for that community.
Survey Research Strategy
The use of survey research as a strategy for gathering data about the
superintendency also provided limited data which resulted in minimal
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findings. Survey research strategies can try to deal with context but the
ability of this methodology to investigate the context is very limited. These
limits are a result of the restrictions on the number of questions which can be
posed and the inability of a survey instrument to delve into the context of the
phenomenon (Yin, 2003a). Additionally, because the boundaries between
the phenomenon being studied and the context of the sample are usually not
clearly evident in survey research, the researcher is not always able to
distinguish between them (Yin, 2003b). In this study the richness of the data
was only illuminated through the interview process. The purpose of the
interviews was to clarify the set of decisions made on the survey. The depth
of the interview data shows the context in which the selection decisions were
made thus shedding light on the similarities among the responses rather than
the differences. The use of a survey does not allow for the collection of this
level of data.
Through the interview process, the researcher was able to determine
that some of the selections made were sometimes based not on the
definitions as listed but on the respondents understanding of the
characteristic, the context of the district in which the superintendent was
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working, and a myriad of other contextual implications. For example, the
characteristic of personnel leadership was commonly selected by the
majority of respondents but not by the majority of the interviewees.
However, through the interview process each of the interviewees clearly
thought that personnel leadership was a key characteristic but did not select
it for a variety of reasons. For example, Superintendent Nine placed the need
for personnel leadership under the umbrella of advocacy for staff and
students based on her experiences working primarily in very small districts.
She stated that her experiences have taught her that
teacher preparation programs that are typical in the colleges and
districts do not prepare teachers to work successfully with our
demographics, with children of our demographics. It so much
more and so working with teacher’s professional development
toward improving the quality of the match to the demographics
and the needs of the students is a high priority.
These details in the context of her work clearly indicate she strongly
believes in personnel leadership, however, this was not reflected in the
survey data.
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Furthermore, the survey data collected from the respondents provided
only a list of characteristics that the exemplary superintendents perceived to
be key for their success. These data alone do not provide the depth of
understanding that is necessary to make sense of the phenomena called the
superintendency. The role of the superintendent is multi-faceted and it is
deeply influenced by the context of the stakeholders involved both within
and outside of the district. It may not be possible to accurately gather data
about this role without having a dialogue with each of the participants to
understand their perspective within their specific context. This opinion is
reiterated in the Glass, Björk and Brunner study of American
superintendents where they point out that “The superintendency is so very
different from district to district that making generalization is hazardous.
There is no such thing as the superintendency; instead, there are many
superintendencies” (Glass et al., 2000, p. ix).
Phase one of this research study utilized a survey to compile a list of
characteristics which exemplary superintendents identified as crucial to their
success. Despite the concerns of reliability and redundancy in the survey
items, there was a consensus that the ability to encourage and inspire
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collaborative relationships was identified as a key attribute of the
superintendency. This attitude combined with the ability to be both
collaborative and decisive is key pre-requisites for the superintendent of the
twenty-first century.
Phase Two Findings
The purpose of this phase was to address the second research
question.
What explains the selected key characteristics that are not held
in common by the majority of survey superintendents?
Phase two data were collected using interview research and resulted in
four major findings. The second phase consisted of five interviews with
superintendents who had participated in phase one. The interviews were
transcribed and these data triangulated. These semi-structured interviews
were designed to enable the superintendents to share the context behind their
selections. The concept of context is commonly understood to be the social
environment and roles that influence the work of the superintendent.
Kowalski (2005) in his studies of the evolution of the superintendent
observed that the context of the superintendency is a critical issue. He goes
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on to say that the work of a superintendent in a small rural district was quite
dissimilar from the work of a superintendent in a large district. This idea of
context in understanding the selections of key characteristics is critical as
was illustrated throughout the interviews in this study as well.
In the interviews, each of the exemplary superintendents reported
they made their selections based on their situation either at the time of their
recognition or based on their current situation. For example, when
questioned about her thought process as she made her selections on the
survey, Superintendent Four indicated, “I think some of them were
influenced because I was doing an interim superintendency where some of
these qualities were so blatantly disregarded…” This clearly indicates that
the context of the work she was currently involved with directly influenced
her characteristic selections.
Whereas Superintendent Five was influenced by his intercity location
and the population served. This is evident in his discussion of his selection
of the characteristics of security and diversity. He stated, “I am looking at
security and safety, those are huge for the educational process in order for
learning to take place.” He goes on to say, “[the] cultural and impoverished
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children that come to our school, they have special needs, too. …and we
have to address those issues…” While the sample size limits generalizations,
clearly the context in which this superintendent is operating explains some
of the selection of characteristics that were not held in common.
The second finding in this phase was that despite not selecting
working relationships as a key characteristic, two of the three exemplary
superintendents who did not select this characteristic were interviewed. Both
expressed that building and maintaining relationships are extremely
important. For example, Superintendent Five expounded, “As a
superintendent you have to be able to develop relationships with people.”
The other superintendent who did not select working relationships indicated
that she did not exclude it but due to the redundancy in the selections she
selected other characteristics that encompassed relationships within their
definitions.
The redundancy in the items and the limits on the number that could
be selected is the third finding that explains why some characteristics were
not held in common. The survey instructions only allowed the
superintendents to select ten of the twenty-eight available characteristics.
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Most of the superintendents interviewed indicated that employing most of
the characteristics on the survey were key to their being recognized as
exemplary. However, the forced choice required them to select only ten.
Superintendent Nine summed it up by saying “The first assumption I
made was that all of the items on the list were very important, were critical
for success of the superintendent, for my success or anyone’s success.” This
response was indicative of the wide range of characteristics and skills
needed by an effective superintendent. In his discussion of the contemporary
context of the superintendency, Kowalski (2006) indicates that regardless of
the size of the school district, superintendents are expected to have
knowledge and skills across a number of academic disciplines associated
with their leadership and management responsibilities. This span of
responsibilities and knowledge was evident in the variability of the
superintendents’ responses and adds to the explanation of why some items
were not held in common.
The final finding from the interviews is the strong emphasis on
student achievement. While the survey item, student achievement, was not
commonly selected by the majority of respondents on the survey, throughout

177

the interviews the superintendents indicated that many of their selections
were made based on their desire, and that of their community, to focus on
student achievement. For example, when Superintendent Nine was prompted
to explain how her selections were made, she explained that she felt all of
the items were critical to the superintendent’s success. However, when she
made her selections, she said, “I asked myself what are the ones that have
made a difference during the times that I have been making a difference with
improving student achievement within a system. I just chose the ones that
were very important during those times.” Based on this comment, it is
apparent that the selections made by this superintendent were mitigated by
the context of the system she was working in at the time of her recognition.
While leadership and organizational leadership literature focuses on
the leadership competencies required to effectively guide a school district,
the reality of the current political culture is that superintendents must focus
on student achievement (Marzano, et al., 2005). The focus on the concrete
goals of improving student achievement directly rather than on the more
abstract leadership skills that promote student achievement may explain its
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prominence in the interviews despite not being commonly selected by the
majority.
Phase two of this study, provided insight into the context of the
superintendency and the impact each superintendent’s perspective may have
had on their selections on the survey. The context of the superintendency is
complex and demanding (Kowalski, & Oates,1993; Kowalski & Perreault,
2001). It is defined by the culture and climate of the community (Kowalski,
2005), the philosophy and beliefs of the superintendents (Björk, et al., 2005),
and the academic needs of the students (Marzano, et al., 2005). Each of these
aspects impact each district independent of each other and the implications
for practice must be teased out of each superintendent separately. In the
interviews, the exemplary superintendents revealed that those selections
which were not held in common by the majority resulted from two factors;
the context and/or philosophy of the role and the reliability and redundancy
issues with the survey.
Conclusions
Leadership of a district is a complex task. Considering the data from
this study, the only concrete conclusion that can be drawn is that exemplary
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superintendents must have strong interpersonal skills focused on building
relationships through communication and collaboration. This conclusion was
documented through responses on the survey, in the interview process and in
the literature.
Leithwood and Reihl, (2003) advocate that “leadership exists within
social relationships and serves social ends” (p.7). They further state that
“leadership may be more like a “web of relationships” (p.7). In this study,
the majority of the superintendents indicated that positive relationships are
imperative to a successful superintendency. Furthermore, during the
interview phase, Superintendent Five stated,
Relationship building is what it’s all about and I truly
feel that any time you take on a supervisory role, if you do have
the relationship piece in place, then you have an environment
that is going to be, I think, a nurturing environment first of all,
but one that also people are willing to do what’s necessary to
educate all children.
This finding is consistent with current research that suggests effective
leadership is not possible without a strong relationship between the leader
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and the followers (Björk & Kowalski, 2005; Chapman, 1997; Glass &
Franceschini, 2007; Hoyle, et al., 2005; Leithwood & Duke, 1999;
Sergiovanni, 1992; Schein, 1992;).
The second conclusion is that it is essential to gather qualitative data
which encompasses the context of the superintendency as well as the
competencies of the superintendency. The data collected in this study
provides evidence that the collection of survey data absence of the context
may lead to incorrect conclusions. Superintendent One’s comments during
the interview support this conclusion when she states, “I suppose absent of
this conversation, somebody could inaccurately interpret mine [survey
selections] to mean … [these selections are] an imposition of what I
personally think needs to happen, which is not at all the case. …We do
nothing in this district without a community agenda.” Additionally, the
interview data provided clarity and rich descriptions to more clearly
understand the why behind the selections which lead to a clearer picture of
the characteristics the superintendent’s perceived as important. This
information could not have been gathered using survey research
methodologies.
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However, this is not to say that survey research does not gather
useful data. The AASA has for nearly 90 years gathered survey data on the
superintendency from superintendents in the field. These data have provided
a window in to the context of the superintendency across the nation from a
variety of perspectives. The large sample size traditionally afforded to these
surveys increases the generalizability and provides an aggregate picture of
the role of the superintendent.
This macro picture of the superintendency is important to develop
general themes which can be used to inform federal policy, reform efforts
and trends. Nevertheless, these data cannot provide the specifics and the
details needed to directly impact the everyday lives of the average
superintendent as they work in the trenches.
Limitations of the Study
When reviewing this study the reader should be aware of a number of
limitations. The limitations listed here are in addition to the limitations listed
in the Phase One findings section that are related to the survey instrument
and the use of survey research.

182

The findings and conclusions of this study are limited in their
generalizability since they were derived from exploratory interviews and
survey instruments and were only used with a small sample size (N=13) of
exemplary superintendents in Arizona. Secondly, the data collected did not
include specifics about the demographics of each district involved, (i.e.
location, student demographics, etc.) through the analysis of the data it is
apparent that these factors may have influenced the selection of the key
characteristics. For example, Superintendent Six selected the characteristics
of security and diversity as key characteristics. In the interview process, he
revealed that his district is located in the intercity of a major metropolitan
area. He declared, “[We are] able to mobilize efforts to improve the
achievement gap and opportunities for all children. …that’s what we are all
about in the intercity schools.” He goes on to say, “if we want all of our
children to learn and achieve we have to focus on the unique needs that our
kids have and cultural and impoverished children …have special needs too.”
This location and the population who attend the schools within this district
make both of these characteristics key. Other districts in different locations
may not be influenced by these particular external factors however the

183

context of each community may impact the superintendent’s selections on
the survey.
Additionally, although all 13 of the superintendents were identified as
exemplary in the last five years, only six are still practicing at the district
where they received that status. Of the seven remaining respondents two are
currently retired, three have taken positions as superintendents in different
districts, one is a college professor and one is working as an interim
superintendent. This is key information to take into account for the findings
as the change in position or role may have brought along a change in the
superintendents’ perspective on the key characteristics needed by an
exemplary superintendent. This is particularly true for the superintendent
who is working in an interim role. In her interview response to the question
concerning how she made her survey selections, she stated,
…some of them [the selections] were influenced because I am
doing and interim superintendency where some of these
qualities were so blatantly disregarded and you saw, I could see
how important they were in the effectiveness for an
organization, because they were lacking.
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In this case, the superintendent was looking at the characteristic
through eyes of what was missing rather than what made her an
exemplary superintendent at the time of her award.
Furthermore, the available sample was limited to those
superintendents within Arizona whom were members of the Arizona
Association of School Administrators. Specifically, the population of this
study was current and past Arizona superintendents who had been awarded
either the Arizona Award or the National Award. These awards are
bestowed upon superintendents as a result of being identified as exemplary
by their colleagues and peers.
The criteria for receiving one of these awards is that the
superintendent must (a) have been an Arizona Superintendent for at least
three years prior to the year the award was received, (b) have not received
the Award during the preceding five years, and (c) be an active member of
the Arizona School Administrators Association. A superintendent is
considered for these awards through a nomination process in which the
superintendent must demonstrate outstanding:
1. Relations with the Governing Board, public, and community;
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2. Leadership in curriculum and instruction, and management of
student activities;
3. Short and long term planning;
4. Personnel, business, and financial management;
5. Personal and professional qualities;
In this study, the researcher wanted to know the perceptions of
exemplary superintendents regarding the key characteristics an exemplary
superintendent must display. However, the group mentality of the population
may limit the results to those superintendents operating within Arizona.
The commonality of participation in a professional group is generally
the result of the members sharing a similar interest regarding the group’s
charter or mission and a desire to be included with others in the group. In the
book, Paradoxes of Group Life, Smith & Berg (1997), report,
Members usually join a group because they feel some sense of
inadequacy—to cope with aloneness (friendship groups), to
develop competencies that cannot be acquired in isolation
(education groups), to earn income so that they can survive
(employment groups), to meet intimacy and social needs
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(family groups or support groups). Hence, individuals come to a
group looking for what they can get (p. 101).
The superintendency is known to be a “lonely” position. As the leader of the
school district, the superintendent is the most “visible” person and the most
isolated person. The superintendent is always on stage and must guard what
is said and done. In general, superintendents are looked to for problemsolving and collaboration but expected to keep everyone’s secrets.
In Arizona, over 80% of all superintendents in the state join AZSA.
In addition to the professional develop support, the organization also
provides entertainment opportunities (i.e., golf outings, networking
opportunities, etc.). However, a group goes well beyond being a collection
of individuals with attributes and social connections. Arrow, McGrath, and
Berdahl (2000) explain that a group is often defined by its purpose. The
Arizona School Administrators Association’s stated purpose is to support the
interests of education in Arizona through training and support of
administrative leaders (AZSA, 2007). Given that membership in such a
group is a personal choice it is possible to assume that those superintendents
who are members of the Arizona School Administrators Association hold in
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common beliefs and knowledge concerning the key characteristics of the
superintendency. It can also be concluded that members are knowledgeable
about the key characteristics of exemplary superintendents. Thus utilizing
the Arizona School Administrators Association superintendent awardees as
the targeted population for this study, provides a comprehensive list of
superintendents who are commonly accepted as exemplary, but may have
limited the use of the study’s results.
Additionally, the protocol for the survey was for the exemplary
superintendents to select the ten key characteristics that led to their success.
This process did not require the superintendents to rank these characteristics.
Therefore the researcher did not have a mechanism to determine strength of
the superintendent’s conviction about the importance of any one item. This
limited the analysis of the data resulting in fewer than expected key
characteristics being held in common by the exemplary superintendents.
The final limiting factor was the frequency in superintendent
turnover. Of the participating superintendents, a total of 62% were retired,
employed in a job other than superintendent, or employed as a
superintendent in district other than the one in which they were recognized
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as exemplary. This change in employment may have impacted their
perceptions of the key characteristics of the superintendency.
Relevance to Literature
Findings in this study provide evidence for understanding the role of
the superintendent and the characteristics perceived to be important in the
context of the role. Understanding the nature of the superintendency, the
characteristics exemplary superintendents hold in common, and the
explanations for the discrepancies is an important contribution to the
literature. The primary goal of this study was not to test theories of
leadership for district leaders in hopes of supporting a particular theory.
Rather the goal of this study was to identify the characteristics that were
considered essential for a successful superintendency.
This research supports a more comprehensive account of leadership
based on relationships. Leithwood and Duke (1999) view leadership through
the lens of relationships. This viewpoint examines leadership as a “complex
set of relationships cohering around a common core of intentions” (p.65).
These sets of relationships include those among the leaders, the followers,
the organization and the environment. This study’s findings support the
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importance of relationships among the organization and in the context of the
environment.
Implications for Practice
In the mid-decade superintendency study, Glass and Franceschini
(2007) indicate that superintendents “have one of the most responsible and
complex roles in modern society” (p. ix). The results of this dissertation
study suggest that in Arizona, an effective superintendent must be focused
on interpersonal skills. The most frequently identified characteristic was
building and sustaining relationships with all factions of the schools and the
community. Current superintendents should pursue activities that enhance
their current relationships and those activities that provide opportunities to
forge new relationships. This finding is further supported in recent research
that indicated “Interpersonal relations is the factor both facilitating and
restricting superintendents effectiveness” (Glass & Franceschini, 2007, p.
xvi). It is recommended that professional organizations which support
superintendents and other administrators provide professional development
opportunities which will augment these skills.
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School-district governing boards may find these data informative and
useful as they search for new superintendents as well as part of the ongoing
evaluation process for existing superintendents. The relationship between the
superintendent and the board is a key component to a successful district and
in retaining an exemplary superintendent. Governing board relationships
may also be enhanced by seeking training and support activities to support
relationship building opportunities.
Finally, the study attempted to identify competencies and skills that
might be emphasized within superintendent preparation programs and
considered essential for training and supporting successful school
superintendents. The conclusions drawn from the findings of this study
suggest that added emphasis might be placed on stressing the capacity to
build collaborative relationships between superintendents and stakeholders.
This could be done by expanding the field-based experiences and supporting
the development of networking opportunities.
Recommendations for Further Research
Listed below are the recommendations for further study to further
investigate the superintendency.
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1. This study further illuminated the need for comprehensive,
phenomenological research on the essence of the superintendency. Use of
this type of research would aid in the development of not only the
management of the superintendent’s role but also increase the
understanding of what it is to be a superintendent. The use of an in-depth
interview model is needed to begin to delve into learning about the
superintendency from those who are living within the role.
2. Further research should also be considered to explore the nature
and impact of relationships within the context of the superintendency.
Superintendents are required to develop relationships with a wide array
of policy makers in diverse political and community settings.
Superintendent One indicated that she has “purposeful interaction with
the community.” Does purposeful interaction or the lack thereof have the
same impact in different locations (rural, suburban, urban)? This might
include questions such as are the relationships substantially different in
small districts when compared to large districts? Additionally interview
techniques should be designed to determine how relationships are
developed within the community. This information would be beneficial
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to aspiring and new superintendents as they move into a new community
to take a position.
3. In addition to community relations, intra-district relationships
should be explored. It is essential for the superintendent to have strong
positive relationships with all district stake-holders. There is a strong
emphasis placed on the need for positive board relationships. With the
limited time a superintendent has are they able to develop and maintain
positive relationships? Are there specific skills which would help in the
development and support of these relationships? If so, can these be
learned? What are the consequences of having positive boardrelationships but negative teacher/employee relationships?
4. Glass and Franceschini’s (2007) national superintendent study,
also reported a need by superintendents for additional professional
opportunities for the development of interpersonal relations. The
importance of relationships is borne out in this study as well. With this
identified need, what professional development strategies or formats are
effective in improving superintendent’s relationship skills? A study
designed to provide a multitude of types of professional development (i.e.
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on-going mentoring versus on-going training sessions) over time may
provide this valuable information.
5. In future research, an in-depth interview methodology would
enable the researcher to garner a deeper understanding of the context of
the work of the superintendent. As noted in the limitations section, one
limitation of this study was the exploratory nature of the interviews. The
researcher employed a limited interview protocol. The use of a
phenomenological interview process to gain an in-depth perception of
“essence” of exemplary superintendents may provide a more complete
picture of the role (Merriam, 1998). This understanding could greatly
enhance the literature on effective superintendents.
6. It is further recommended that the in future research the survey
instrument selected be designed to rank the essential characteristics of an
exemplary superintendent. This type of tool would increase the
information gleaned from the data. In this study the researcher selected
an instrument which was designed to develop a profile of a
superintendent for a particular community. This instrument was designed
by the ASBA and is used to develop the criteria for national
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superintendency searches without a ranking component. This additional
layer of data collection would extend the richness of the data collected
and enhance the specificity of the implications of the research
recommendations.
7. Finally, future research on the key characteristics of
superintendents could increase the generalizability of these results by
increasing the sample size and widening the scope of the sampled
population. For instance, in this study effective superintendents were
defined as having been recognized by their peers. Increasing the criteria
for determination of effectiveness to include student achievement rates,
community quality surveys, and/or additional data may encompass a
broader perspective of the effective superintendent.
Summary of the Study
To be successful, future leaders of the school, district, or other levels
will require very different characteristics than those expected of leaders in
the last decade (Fullan, 2000). The enormity of the role combined with the
increasing complexity of schools districts provides many administrative
challenges for superintendents. Understanding the characteristics that
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influence the effectiveness of a superintendent is a significant step in the
process of improving the superintendency and superintendent preparation
programs.
This study of the key characteristics of effective superintendent
indicates that an effective Arizona school superintendent for the 21st century
must be centered on having the capacity, knowledge and aspirations to
develop a collaborative relationship-driven culture. This study suggested
both quantitatively and qualitatively that the development of positive
relationships with all educational stakeholders was imperative to the success
of the superintendent. Practicing and future superintendents will need to
have superior interpersonal skills to be successful in the 21st century. Paul
Houston (2007) indicates that superintendents have to be adept not only
developing relationships but in managing them as well. He states, “While
superintendents in the past were responsible for the "things" of the
organization, modern superintendents also must be responsible for the
people and for the processes of the system through which people relate and
work.” (p. 29)
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To strengthen the effectiveness of relationships, superintendents must
become system thinkers. Finally, as the size of the globe continues to shrink
and the speed of communication continues to increase, the importance of
interpersonal relationships in the superintendency will also only continue to
increase.
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APPENDIX A: SELF-ADMINISTERED LISTING SURVEY
LEADERSHIP QUALITIES DESIRED IN AN
EDUCATION LEADER
Based on the recognition of your exemplary skills as a school
district superintendent, we are interested in your perceptions and beliefs
about the key characteristics required to be an exemplary superintendent.
Below is a list of leadership qualities, please select the ten (10) key
characteristics that have led to your effectiveness as a superintendent.
Place an X next to the 10 key characteristics that have led to your
effectiveness as an exemplary superintendent. (Please note it is not necessary
to rank the selected characteristics.)
_____1. Big Picture Leadership Plus: Ability to continually maintain a big
picture (10,000 ft. view level) of the district while being able to
effectively and efficiently work in and out of daily issues and
challenges.
_____2. Student Achievement: A keen mission to raise student
achievement for all students in the district.
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_____3. Belief System: A strong belief system in the worth and capacity of
all children.
_____4. Academic Accountability: Driven to produce results, and the
ability to translate the governing board’s vision into clear goals as
well as the ability to establish strong data systems to monitor
progress.
_____5. Personnel Leadership: Ability to attract and retain the best
employees for respective positions as well as being able to
reassign or dismiss people that are organizational “mismatches.”
_____6. Situational Leadership – Communication: Ability to effectively
utilize a variety of communication skills/approaches with multiple
audiences.
_____7. Visionary Leadership: Ability to communicate and build support
for a clear vision and shared focus on the direction needed to
create a world-class school system.
_____8. Working Relationships: Ability to encourage and inspire
leadership and collaborative working relationships at all levels of
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the organization, and delegate tasks as well as define roles
appropriately.
_____9. Planning: Ability to effectively plan and implement continuous
individual and organizational improvement through research, data
analysis and continuous monitoring of the learning and
management systems.
_____10. Compliance: Understanding of the local, state and federal
regulations and mandates for which district personnel will be
responsible.
_____11. Mentoring: Possess the skills and knowledge to develop Principals
as outstanding academic and operational leaders.
_____12. Advocacy for staff and students: Commitment to advocacy for the
needs of all students, the belief that all students can and will
succeed, the continuous growth and improvement of all educators
and schools including the participation of all parents and
stakeholders of the community.
_____13. Media: Demonstrated ability to work with the media.
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_____14. Political acuity: Ability to establish priorities and balance often
conflicting interests, manage the expectations of the governing
board, and negotiate among the community groups.
_____15. Effective Management: Capable of a managing complex, multilayered district. They insist on operational excellence and financial
integrity as well as compliance with all laws dealing with
personnel.
_____16. Commitment to “Whole” Program: Is strongly committed to a
variety of academic and co-curricular programs to enhance the
opportunities for all students.
_____17. Security: Proven ability to secure and promote positive student
behavior conducive to a positive learning climate.
_____18. Highly Visible: Commitment to school and community visibility
with high interest in a broad range of stakeholder groups.
_____19. Building Trust: Creates and sustains a leadership environment of
trust, and honor the work done by the district staff to increase
student achievement.
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_____20. Employee Collaboration: Proven ability to work collaboratively
with all employee organizations to meet/exceed the goals to the
district.
_____21. Delegation: Delegates appropriately, and holds all individuals
accountable for their respective responsibilities.
_____22. Decision Making: Provides collaborative yet decisive leadership,
after seeking input from individuals who may be impacted by a
decision. Ultimately, makes each decision based on what is in the
best interest of the students of the district.
_____23. Facility Development: Ability to provide leadership, direction, and
support within the community, staff and parents towards the
planning and development of facility improvements within the
school district.
_____24. Personal Evaluation: Displays superior emotional intelligence
makes use of formal and informal strategies for gathering
summative evaluation feedback and can accurately interpret how
he/she is perceived by others.

202

_____25. Diversity: Understands the needs of all students and staff. Able to
mobilize efforts to improve achievement gap and opportunities for
all children.
_____26. Financial Stability: Ability to identify and analyze the key
financial indicators needed to provide sound fiscal management
and the efficient and effective use of district resources.
_____27. Learning and Child Development: Has a strong knowledge in
curriculum and instruction, understands how children learn and
can guide the instructional planning process meet the challenges of
Arizona Learns and NCLB.
_____28. Shared Leadership: Is humble enough to realize that most of the
school district’s accomplishments are mediated through the work
of others.
Other qualities suggested:
_____29.

_____30.
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_____31.

_____32.
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PROFILE OF AN ARIZONA SUPERINTENDENT IN THE 21ST
CENTURY
Please provide the demographic information requested below.
Superintendent Demographic information:
Superintendent Name:
1. Are you currently working as a Superintendent:

 Yes  No

2. If yes, please provide the name of the District:
3. Superintendents Gender:  Male

 Female

4. Would you like to receive a summary of the study results?  Yes 
No

205

APPENDIX B: LETTER TO SUPERINTENDENT PARTICIPANT
(Date)
(Inside Address)
Dear (Name of Superintendent):
I am a doctoral student in the University of Arizona Educational Leadership
Program, and am currently working on my dissertation, which focuses on the
perceptions and beliefs of superintendents about the key characteristics
required to be an exemplary superintendent.
All of the participants in this study have all been identified as exemplary
superintendents based upon their recognition through the Arizona
Association of School Administrators All Arizona Award or as Arizona׳s
Nominee for the National American Association of School Administrators
Superintendent of the Year Award.
In my dissertation, I will analyze superintendents ׳perceptions and beliefs
about the ten key characteristics required to be an exemplary superintendent.
I am requesting that you complete the attached survey entitled ASBA
Leadership Qualities Assessment. The survey should take approximately 15
minutes to complete. If the survey data indicates a need for additional
information, you may be contacted to participate in a brief telephonic
interview to gather information about characteristic selections which were
not held in common by the majority of the participants. The interview would
be limited to thirty minutes or less. Before deciding whether you will
participate, please read the Subject׳s Disclosure Form attached to this email.
Upon completion of the attached survey, please return it to me using one of
the following methods:
 email the survey to
 fax the survey to
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 mail:

I appreciate your participation in this study. All survey information will be
kept strictly confidential. Should you have any questions, please contact me
at 520-xxx-xxxx or 520-xxx-xxxx.
Sincerely,
Barbara A. Wright
Doctoral Candidate
University of Arizona
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APPENDIX C: SUBJECT DISCLOSURE FORM

05-18-08 5-18-09

Title of Project: Profile of an Arizona Superintendent in the 21st Century
(doctoral dissertation)

You are being invited to voluntarily participate in the above-titled research
study. The purpose of the study is to investigate perceptions of the key
characteristics required to be an exemplary superintendent. You are eligible
to participate because you have been selected as either the recipient of the
Arizona Association of School Administrators All Arizona Award or as
Arizona’s Nominee for the National American Association of School
Administrators Superintendent of the Year Award.
If you agree to participate, your participation will involve selecting 10 items
from a provided listing of key leadership characteristics survey. This process
should take approximately 15 minutes to complete. If the survey data
indicates a need for additional information, you may be contacted to
participate in one brief telephonic interview to gather information about
characteristic selections which were not held in common by the majority of
the participants and the data will be used to contextualize the outliers in the
survey data. The interview would be limited to thirty minutes or less. You
may choose not to answer some or all of the questions. During the interview,
you will be audiotaped in order to help the investigator review what is said.
Your name will not appear on the audiotape and only the principal
investigator will have access to the audiotapes.
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Any questions you have will be answered and you may withdraw from the
study at any time. There are no known risks from your participation and no
direct benefit from your participation is expected. There is no cost to you
except for your time and you will not be compensated for your participation.
Only the principal investigator will have access to your name and the
information that you provide. In order to maintain your confidentiality, your
name, the name of your school district/employer will not be revealed in any
reports that result from this project. Interview and survey information will be
locked in a cabinet in a secure place.
You can obtain further information from the principal investigator, Barbara
Wright, doctoral candidate, at (XXX) XXX-XXXX or (XXX) XXX-XXXX.
If you have questions concerning your rights as a research subject, you may
call the University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program office at
(520) 626-6721.
By submitting the listing survey and participating in the interview, you are
giving permission for the investigator to use your information for research
purposes.
Thank you,
Barbara Wright
Doctoral Candidate, University of Arizona
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APPENDIX D: LETTER TO SUPERINTENDENT INTERVIEWEES
Dear Superintendent X,
Thank you for your recent participation in my research study which I am
completing as a requirement for my doctoral degree at the University of
Arizona. As a result of the data collected in the initial phase of this research,
I would like to interview you to discover your thought processes as you
chose the ten key characteristics of an exemplary superintendent.
In hopes that you will be able to give me 15 minutes of your time to
participate in a telephone interview, I have attached a copy of your
completed survey for your review as we have this discussion. I will be
contacting you in the next few days to arrange this telephone conversation.
Sincerely,
Barbara Wright, doctoral candidate
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APPENDIX E: PHONE CONTACT FOR SUPERINTENDENT
INTERVIEW

Recently I sent you an email to notify you that you had been selected to
voluntarily participate in phase two in a dissertation study to investigate
perceptions of the key characteristics required to be an exemplary
superintendent. As I indicated in the first phase of this study, if outliers or
anomalies occurred in the data, the second part of the study would result in
telephone interviews. I would like to interview you to discuss your thought
processes as you chose the ten key characteristics of an exemplary
superintendent.
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APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

1. Researcher will call the Subject on the agreed upon date at the appointed
time.
2. Researcher will introduce herself and read the following review of the
subject disclosure form with each subject:
You have agreed to voluntarily participate in the second portion of a
dissertation study. The purpose of the study is to investigate
perceptions of the key characteristics required to be an exemplary
superintendent.
If you agree to participate, your participation will involve a short
telephone interview to discuss some of your answers and the context
in which they were made. Any questions you have will be answered
and you may withdraw from the interview at any time. There are no
known risks from your participation and no direct benefit from your
participation is expected. There is no cost to you except for your time
and you will not be compensated for your participation.
This telephone conversation will be audio-taped and transcribed by
me.
Are you willing to participate in this study?
Do you understand that you are being audio-taped for research
purposes?
If subject agrees to participate, move to item number 3, if not thank the
subject for time and document the conversation.
3. As you may recall, you recently completed and submitted a listing survey
in which you identified 10 key characteristics which have led you to your
effectiveness as a superintendent. I recently emailed a copy of the
completed survey from phase one. It may be helpful for you to use this
during today’s interview.
4. This will be a non-structured interview in that I only have one question
and from that I hope you will be able to share with me your thoughts
about the selections you made and did not make on the survey.
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Question 1: As you review your listing survey, can you tell me about why
or what prompted you to select the characteristics that you selected?
Sample Clarifying Question: As you review the listing, please look at item
number xx name of item. I noted that this was not in your top ten. Can you tell
me your thoughts concerning this characteristic?
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APPENDIX G: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL
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