
Accessing the Superintendency: Challenges, Pathways,
and Characteristics of Successful Latina Leaders

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Kelsey, Isabel

Citation Kelsey, Isabel. (2022). Accessing the Superintendency:
Challenges, Pathways, and Characteristics of Successful Latina
Leaders (Doctoral dissertation, University of Arizona, Tucson,
USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction, presentation (such as public
display or performance) of protected items is prohibited except
with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:41:32

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/664370

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/664370


 

 

 

ACCESSING THE SUPERINTENDENCY:  CHALLENGES, PATHWAYS, AND 
CHARACTERISTICS OF SUCCESSFUL LATINA LEADERS 

 
by 

 
Isabel Kelsey 

 

   _____________________________________ 

    Copyright © Isabel Kelsey 2022 
 
 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
 
 

 
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL POLICY STUDIES AND PRACTICE 

 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
 

For the Degree of  
 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 
 

In the Graduate College  
 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
 
 
 

2022 
 

 
 

 



 
 
 

  

 

2

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation 
prepared by: Isabel Kelsey,  
titled: Accessing the Superintendency:  Challenges, Pathways, and Characteristics of Successful    
          Latina Leaders  
and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the Degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy. 
 
 

                                                                                         Date: April 27, 2022 
                     
  
  

                 Date: April 27, 2022 

  Regina Deil-Amen 
  
  

                        Date: April 27, 2022 

 Mary Carol Combs 
  
  
   
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s submission 
of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and recommend 
that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 

                                   
                                _________________________________      
 Melanie A. Bertrand      Date: April 27,2022 
 Dissertation Committee Chair 
 Educational Policy Studies and Practices 
  

 

 



 
 
 

  

 

3

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

  

There are many people who I wish to acknowledge in this journey called “dissertation.”  

I would like to start by thanking my family.  They stood by me, patiently and often sacrificing 

their time.  First and foremost, I want to thank my two children, Naomi, and Andrew.  They are 

my pride and joy.  They have graduated high school since I started my doctoral studies and are 

kind and caring adults. To my husband, John who never said, “No” when I continued to pursue 

my doctoral degree.  I would also like to thank my mother, sisters, and brother for cheering me 

on to complete this degree although to this day they are not certain what my doctoral research is 

all about.   

            I would also like to acknowledge the amazing professors at The University of Arizona 

who never gave up on me and supported me in my writing, financially or morally.  I will begin 

with Dr. Melanie Bertrand who helped me get to the finish line by editing, meeting, and 

providing feedback.  To Dr. Regina Deil-Amen who encouraged me to write about Latina leaders 

when I took her methods course.  To Dr. Francesca López who guided and motivated me by 

providing pep talks, like “si puedes.”  I would also like to thank Dr. Jill Koyama for telling me 

that I needed to finish.  Finally, I am incredibly grateful to Dr. Mary Combs for stepping in as a 

committee member at the last minute.   

            Finally, I would like to acknowledge all my colleagues and friends, who encouraged me 

to move forward, especially Susan Silverman and Liz Murrieta-Hoover.  Susan, “Thank you for 

your editing, providing feedback, and for all your help with the school garden.”  Liz, “Thank you 

for being such a good friend throughout the years.” 

 



 
 
 

  

 

4

DEDICATION 
 

This dissertation is dedicated to my late father, David Paz.  Since I was a child, he 

supported my curiosity and encouraged me to always do my best.  He believed I could 

accomplish anything I set my mind to.  Sadly, he passed away in March of 1997, three months 

after I graduated with a BA in Bilingual Education.  To this day, I believe he held on to life to 

see me graduate, since I was the first and only one in my family to graduate from college. 

Although he will not be present for this Ph.D. graduation, he will be accompanying me in 

spirit.  He would have been so proud of me.   

 

 

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

  

 

5

Table of Contents  

 

 

List of Figures .......................................................................................................................... 7 
 
List of Tables ........................................................................................................................... 8 
 

Abstract………………………………………………………………………………………. 9 

 

Chapter One:  Introduction...................................................................................................... 10  

Problem Statement…………………………………………………………………..  10 
Positionality………………………………………………………………………....  10  

 
Chapter Two: Review of Literature………………………………………………………… 17 
 Theoretical Framework............................................................................................... 17 
   Critical Race Theory/Latino Critical Race Theory…………………………………. 17 
   Intersectionality……………………………………………………………………... 18   
   Race…………………………………………………………………………………. 20 
   Gender………………………………………………………………………………. 20  
Challenges for Latina Superintendents …………………………………………………….. 22 
 Literature Review........................................................................................................ 22 
 Historical Context for Female Challenges………………………………………….. 22 
   Historical Context for Challenges in Education…………………………………….. 25 
   Educational Leadership - Organizational Eras ……………………………………... 27 
    Search Consultants and Board Members……………………………………………. 30 
    Impostorism ................................................................................................................ 34 

Latina Gender and Race Stereotypes………………………………………………... 35 
Characteristics of Successful Latina Superintendents………………………………. 40 

   Community Cultural Wealth………………………………………………………... 46 
Healing Trauma……………………………………………………………………... 47 
Transforming Educational Leadership……………………………………………… 48 
Latina Superintendent Pathways……………………………………………………. 49 
Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………... 49 

    Research Questions………………………………………………………………….. 50 
 
Chapter Three: Methods……………………………………………………………………... 51 
   Purpose of Study…………………………………………………………………….. 51 
   Research Design………………………………………………………………...….... 52 
   Participant Selection……………………………………………………………...….  53 
   Participant Characteristics…………………………………………………………… 54 
   Data Collection………………………………………………………………………. 56 
    Public Database…………………………………………………………………...…. 57 
 Interviews………………………………………………………………………...….  57 
   Data Analysis……………………………………………………………………....... 58 
   Trustworthiness…………………………………………………………………...…. 60 



 
 
 

  

 

6

   Summary……………………………………………………………………………... 61 
 
Chapter Four:  Findings…………………………………………………………………….... 63 
   Organizational Challenges………………………………………………………….... 66 
 Intersectionality……………………………………………………………………..... 66 
 Ethnicity.........................................................................................................................70 
 Gender............................................................................................................................74 
 Political.......................................................................................................................... 83 
 Lack of Support Systems............................................................................................... 85 
   Career Mobility.............................................................................................................  87 
 Positionality as Transformative Leaders.......................................................................  92 
 Leadership Spaces.......................................................................................................... 94 
    Effects of the Challenges................................................................................................ 99 
 Internal Effects................................................................................................................ 99 
     External Effects............................................................................................................. 102    
 
Chapter Five:  Latina Leader Counter-Stories.......................................................................... 103 

Strategies and Resources............................................................................................... 103 
 Mindful Practices...........................................................................................................104 
 Physical Strategies........................................................................................................ 106 
 Resources...................................................................................................................... 107 
   Latina Superintendent Successes, Characteristics and Accomplishments...................  110 
      Identify and Support the Latino Community................................................................ 113  
 Out-of-Network-Access ............................................................................................... 118 
      Summary....................................................................................................................... 121 
 
Chapter Six: Conclusion. ......................................................................................................... 123 
   Introduction................................................................................................................... 123 
   Finding Summary......................................................................................................... 124 
   Organizational Challenges............................................................................................ 124 
 Career Mobility............................................................................................................. 127 
            Latina Superintendent Successes, Characteristics and Accomplishments.................... 128 
   Recommendations for Practice..................................................................................... 129 
   Implications For Research............................................................................................ 131 
   Implications For Theory............................................................................................... 133 
   Study Limitations ........................................................................................................ 136 

Conclusion.................................................................................................................... 137 
 
Appendices………………........................................................................................... 139 

   Appendix A:  Recruitment Email................................................................................. 139 
   Appendix B:  Consent Form......................................................................................... 140 
   Appendix C:  Semi-Structured Interview Protocol....................................................... 142 
   Appendix D:  Follow-Up to Semi-Structured Interview............................................... 144 
 

References………………............................................................................................  145 

 



 
 
 

  

 

7

 

List of Figures  

 

Figure 1.  Superintendent Pipeline Positions............................................................................ 64 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

  

 

8

List of Tables  

 

Table 1.  Participant Demographic............................................................................................ 56  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

  

 

9

ABSTRACT 

 
 

Historically in the US, White males have dominated the superintendency accounting for 68.14% 

(Tienken, 2021).  The figures are more despairing when it comes to Latina female superintendents who 

account for only 1% of superintendents nation-wide (Tienken, 2021).  At the time of the study, in 

Arizona, 6% of Latina females held the superintendency compared to 61% of White males and 32% of 

White females (ADE, 2021).  The disparity between male and female superintendency is concerning 

especially since 45% of Latinex students attend public schools in Arizona (ADE, 2021).   

Therefore, for this qualitative study, I used Critical Race Theory and Latino Critical Race Theory 

as a theoretical framework to research the experiences of 10 aspiring, practicing, and retired 

superintendents in Arizona K-12 public schools.  I used snowball sampling to recruit participants.  Data 

was collected using semi-structured interviews.  I used CRT counter-stories to narrate the intersectional 

realities of Latina leader findings.    

My findings indicated that the patriarchal hegemonic structure in K-12 public schools presented 

intersectional, ethnic, gender, and political challenges to Latina leaders’ career mobility.  Most of the 

Latina leaders discussed how the challenges affected their career mobility, causing internal and external 

effects.  However, three of the participants stated that they did not experience challenges related to either 

race/ethnicity or that their career mobility was not impacted. The findings also revealed that relocating 

provided out-of-network access to the superindency.  Additionally, participants used strategies and 

resources to manage their challenges and the stress associated with it.  Finally, the study highlighted 

Latina leader’s successes, characteristics, and factors that might prevent Latina leaders from accessing the 

superintendency.  These findings suggest implications for school districts to provide support systems and 

unbiased hiring practices for Latina leaders. The findings also imply possibilities for inclusion of 

transformative Latina literature in leadership literature and administrative preparation programs.  
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CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION 

 

Problem Statement 

 

Superintendents are the most influential figures in K-12 public school districts and their 

decisions impact the entire school community.  Historically in the US, the superintendency has 

been a patriarchal hegemonic institution.  White males have dominated the profession, 

representing 68.14% of the superintendency as reported by the 2020 American Association of 

School Administration (AASA) Decennial Study of the American School Superintendent 

(Tienken, 2021).  In general, males account for 72.9% superintendents in comparison to 26.7% 

of female superintendents (Tienken, 2021).  The figures are more despairing when it comes to 

Latina female superintendents who account for only 1% of those women (Tienken, 2021).  In 

Arizona, 6% of Latinas hold superintendent positions in comparison to 61% of White males and 

32% White females (ADE, 2021).  The disparity between male and female superintendency is 

concerning especially since 75% of Kindergarten through 12th grade teachers are women 

(McCollough, 2019) and a potential hiring source.  Tallerico and Blount (2004) attribute this 

gender disparity as the sexualization of labor- stratification.  Unfortunately, the high percentage 

of female teachers has not changed much since the Common School Era of the late 1800s 

(McCollough, 2019).   

Positionality 

As a result of the patriarchal hegemonic superintendent paradigm, the disproportionality 

of male to female superintendents, the dearth of Latina superintendents, the high percentage of 

female teachers, my own challenges and administrative journey endeavor, has led me to research 

the disparities of Latina superintendents in Arizona.  I begin by sharing my own narrative.  
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         Since May 2013, I have consistently applied for administrative positions but have not been 

selected to serve in a leadership capacity as an assistant principal or principal.  I have followed 

expert advice and refined my leadership skills during more than 25 years as a K-12 educator.  I 

have participated in district and state leadership training and enhanced my interview skills, but 

thus far all of my efforts have been unsuccessful.  To highlight the issue at hand, I provide three 

examples of my interview experiences from different school districts in Southern Arizona.  In the 

first example, I interviewed for an assistant principal position at Manor Middle School, in 

Barrios Unified School District (BUSD), a district with a growing Latinx population.  After the 

interview, the principal informed me that the committee had selected an applicant with 

“administrative experience.”  I asked for feedback and she replied that I had interviewed very 

well.  The interview panel consisted of seven White women with no men or people of diverse 

ethnicity involved.  In fact, the newly hired assistant principal was a White male and former high 

school teacher from the same district.  

My second experience interviewing at Crimson Middle School in the Durango Unified 

School District (DUSD) was also unsuccessful.  Crimson had recently two new administrators: 

The principal was a Latino man, and the assistant principal was a White man.  While the 

administrative placement at Crimson appeared to be an equitable placement of two men from 

different cultural backgrounds, their choice still lacked gender equity.  I conclude with my 

experience interviewing with Desert Elementary School in the Greasewood Unified School 

District (GUSD).  The school’s interview committee had specifically requested that I interview 

for the principal position.  However, after that process a retired Latino principal was appointed 

because of his “administrative experience.”  The fact that I taught multiple grades at Desert 

Elementary, completed my administrative internship under the supervision of the previous 
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principal and was principal designee for four consecutive years was not acknowledged or 

recognized in that selection process.  These three examples illustrate how my administrative 

qualifications, skills and educational background were not considered sufficient, even though 

they often exceeded the qualifications of the candidates who were selected. 

Hence, it has been my experience that meritocracy does not guarantee an administrative 

position, but other concealed factors can often come into play.  As stated by Delgado (2011), 

"merit functions to conceal the contingent connection between institutional power and the things 

rated” (p. 233).  When I started interviewing for administrative positions, I believed I was solely 

being evaluated on my qualifications and interview performance, and I regarded hiring practices 

as equitable.  After all, the EEOC (Equal Employment Opportunity Commission) states that all 

public school districts are beholden to the following:  

We must ensure that no applicant for employment or employee of the EEOC is denied 

equal opportunity because of race, color, religion, sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, 

pregnancy, status as a parent, national origin, age, disability (physical or mental), family 

medical history or genetic information, political affiliation, military service, or other non-

merit-based factors.  These protections extend to all management practices and decisions, 

including recruitment and hiring practices, appraisal systems, promotions, training, and 

career development programs.  (Dhillon, 2019, para. 2) 

As someone who was inexperienced in the administrative hiring process, I viewed it as “normal” 

or ‘natural” (Delgado, 2011; Yosso, 2002) and part of the “status quo” (Ladson-Billing, 1994).  

At that point, I believed that the superintendency was a position designated only for males.  In 

other words, I had bought into the majoritarian narratives threaded into everyday conversations 

that often become “natural parts of everyday life” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 28).  As I 
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continued to question the disproportionality of male to female superintendents and inequitable 

hiring practices, I learned that even questioning the legitimacy of the interview process or “status 

quo” could serve to jeopardize my own career mobility.   

In fact, research on Latina leadership confirms that Latina leaders seeking administrative 

positions can encounter inequitable hiring practices based on the intersection of race and gender 

(Aceves, 2013; Banuelos 2008; Cano, 2019; Colon- Gibson, 1992; Couch, 2007; Escobedo, 

2011; Galiana, 2014; Garcia, 2010; Hernandez, 2018; Mendez-Morse, 1997 & 2000; Miranda, 

2019; Ortiz, 2000 & 2001; Rodriguez, 2014).  According to Grogan and Henry (1995), 

leadership candidates, regardless of their leadership skills, are sometimes not considered for 

recruitment because of narrow, behind the scene definitions of quality.  Riehl and Byrd (1997) 

discussed how search selection criteria is narrow and mechanical, where candidates can be 

screened out based on “prior job titles, years of experience, name of employment of previous 

schools or districts” (p.32).  Evidently, hiring practices are easily manipulated to select the 

desired candidates.  For example, I refer to my experiences: 1) Manor MS had an all-White 

female interview panel; 2) Crimson justified race equality by hiring a Latino and White man; and 

3) Desert Elementary demonstrated the preferential hiring of a man by using general language, 

such as “experienced.”  As a result of my administrative interviews, I concluded that the term 

“experienced” was an attribute often denoting the preferential hiring of a male applicant.  The 

notion of valuing male “experiences” over that of females comes from the normalization of 

women in the teaching profession (McCullough, 2019) and nearly 200 years of a patriarchal 

hegemonic embedded structures in the superintendency, educational leadership literature, 

administrative certification programs, and the preferences of search consultants and board 
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members.  Covert racism against Latina leaders exists to this day and limits their career mobility 

and accessibility to the superintendency.  

Akom (2004) explains covert racism in his concept of “Ameritocracy” and uses the term 

infra-racism to describe the mechanism used to exclude people from social groups based on race 

identity and other forms of “social difference such as class, gender, religion, nationality, 

sexuality, phenotype, accent, immigration status, and special needs” (p. 207).  Bonillas-Silva 

(2017) defines inequitable covert "new racism” practices that resonate with Jim Crow Laws as 

color-blind racism.  Color-blind racism is a raceless explanation for racial matters.  For instance, 

a typical color-blind explanation in K-12 administration might be, “the candidate with 

administrative experience was selected,” “you did not meet the cut score” (even though the same 

interview questions were used for consecutive years), or “the best fit candidate was selected.”  

These are not only general and unclear explanations that leaves the interviewee void of any 

concrete facts about his/her performance but are detrimental to a Latina leader’s career mobility 

and access to the superintendency.  Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado & Crenshaw (1993) state that 

racism has become embedded in ‘normative’ values and ‘neutral’ speech (p. 63).  I have 

experienced such ‘normative,’ ‘neutral’ practice and use of general language in my interviews.  

Hence, I conclude that as a Latina woman I faced a combined form of discrimination. As 

a woman, I was not acknowledged as a leader because of the overt male dominance in K-12 

educational administration.  As a Latina, I was viewed with a devalued “cultural imagery” lens 

(Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1282) because society had internalized Latina stereotypes such as   

inexperienced, untrustworthy and unqualified (Tallerico, 2000; Bell, 1988; Rodriguez, 2014).  

Mendez-Morse (2004) and Ortiz (1982) note that Latinas face greater challenges than White 

women and other minority groups based on race, gender and ethnic identity.  In my personal 
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experience as a Latina leader, race and gender discrimination has played a significant role in  my 

career mobility and access to the superintendency. 

Racism has been an integral part of the US educational system (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896; 

Brown v. Board of Education, 1954) and has led to the social reproduction of the dominant 

culture (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990).  To address these issues and implement change, 

educational leadership research has focused on transformational leaders emphasizing best 

practices for underperforming schools (Leithwood & Reihl, 2005).  Other research, such as the 

International School Principal study highlights best practices, characteristics and attributes of 

exemplary leaders (Moos, Johansson, Day, 2011).  Moreover, superintendent research has 

focused on managing organizational structures (Tyack, 1976).  Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) 

findings revealed the lack of females in educational leadership and literature.  Additionally, there 

has been disparate research on superintendent search consultants and school board influences and 

selection process.  Although the research on school leadership has contributed to the body of 

knowledge, superintendent research has been primarily focused on White males or females.   

In recent years, however, more research on women in the superintendency has emerged 

(Brunner, 1999; Blount 1998; Grogan, 1996, 2005; Tallerico, 2005) including research on Latina 

superintendents.  In fact, preliminary research has highlighted how race and gender has 

negatively impacted Latina leadership and careers, even though some of the findings pointed to 

success stories (Aceves, 2013; Banuelos 2008; Cano, 2019; Colon- Gibson, 1992; Couch, 2007; 

Escobedo, 2011, Galiana, 2014, Garcia, 2010; Hernandez, 2018, Mendez-Morse, 1997 & 2000; 

Miranda, 2019; Ortiz, 2000 & 2001; Rodriguez, 2014).  Nonetheless, research has been minimal, 

unsystematic and without much cohesiveness.  I address the research gap by stating that the 

superintendent patriarchal hegemony has resulted in the disproportionality of White male to 
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female superintendents who supervise a disproportionately high percentage of female teachers.  I 

attribute this not to one factor but to overlapping factors such as superintendent history, 

Educational Leadership literature, administrative certification programs, and inequitable hiring 

practices by search consultants and school board members.  I also add to the existing research 

noting that superintendent history and educational leadership literature have been influenced by 

social conditions narrated by the dominant group creating a negative “cultural imagery” of 

Latina leaders, thus limiting their career mobility and access to the superintendency.  As a result, 

Latina leaders in the educational system have often internalized race and gender racist 

experiences causing trauma and detrimental effects such as anxiety, self-doubt and unhealthy 

eating habits.  Akom (2018) states how “racism gets embedded into our bodies”… leading to 

higher incidents of  “coronary heart disease, stroke” and diabetes (p. 210).  Emerson (1998) 

affirms how anxiety can cause a person not to know if she/he is hungry.  

Although Latina leaders have faced many challenges in their superintendent career paths, 

there have been success stories. Therefore, I used counter-stories (Yosso, 2005) to narrate Latina 

superintendent accomplishments.  Yosso (2005) encouraged others to add to Community 

Cultural Wealth (CCW).  Community Cultural Wealth is an asset-based form of social capital 

that shifts the focus from White middle-class culture to communities of color (Yosso, 2005).  

This is my contribution.  I identified Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing (Delgado Bernal, Elenes, 

Godinez, & Villenas, 2006) concept as a form of Community Cultural Wealth to foster Latina 

superintendent knowledge not only to resist racism but to: 1) address trauma and utilize coping 

strategies and resources; 2) transform educational administration and Educational Leadership 

literature; and 3) create pathways for Latina leaders to access the superintendency.   
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CHAPTER TWO:  REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical framework and literature.  This framework 

combines insights from Critical Race Theory (CRT), and Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) 

which allows me to add to the emerging research on Latina leadership, specific to Arizona where 

91% of superintendents are White.  This is a sharp contrast to superintendents of color, 

compromising 13% Latinas/os, 4.5% Black, and 1.5% Native American (ADE, 2021).  

Furthermore, I review the literature about the challenges faced by Latina leaders in their career 

mobility and accessing the superintendency.  Additionally, the literature examines historical 

female challenges in education and educational leadership literature.  I also discuss the 

preferential hiring of males by consultants and board member.  In addition, I address the concept 

of impostorism, its behaviors, and psychological distresses.  I address how the perpetuation of 

Latina leader race and gender stereotype has impacted their career mobility.  I conclude with 

Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing- Community Cultural Wealth counter-stories and highlight 

Latina leader success stories.  

Theoretical Framework 

My theoretical framework – CRT and LatCrit utilizes intersectionality as a lens to 

understand how of race, gender and other multi-layered challenges impact a Latina leader’s 

career mobility and access to the superintendency.  

Critical Race Theory/Latino Critical Race Theory 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is an interdisciplinary research framework developed out of 

legal scholarship and uses a social science approach to study race, racism and offers strategies 

for change.  Latina/o scholars critiqued CRT for its Black/White dichotomous category which 

did not address the Chicanas/os, and Latinas/os experience and other forms of oppression, further 
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marginalizing Latinx issues.  As a result, Latino Critical Race (LatCrit) theory “extended CRT 

discussions” (Solórzano, 1998) about how Latino’s history was shaped by racism and other 

intersecting forms of subordination such as sexism, classism, immigration status, sexuality, 

culture, language, phenotype, accent and surname (Arriola, 1997, 1998; Johnson, 1999; 

Montoya, 1994; Stefancic, 1998).   

Hence, I define Critical Race Theory (CRT) and its extension, LatCrit as a “set of basic 

perspectives, methods, and pedagogy” (Solórzano, 1998, p. 123) to identify, analyze and 

challenge the ways covert racism and gender discrimination has impacted “educational 

structures, practices and discourse” (Yosso, 2005) that maintain the subordination of Latina 

leaders by limiting their career mobility and access to the superintendency.  Moreover, CRT and 

LatCrit theory are guided by the following tenets: 

• The centrality of race and racism and intersectionality with other forms of subordination 

• The challenge to dominant ideology 

• The commitment to social justice 

• The centrality of experiential knowledge  

• The interdisciplinary perspective   

Intersectionality 

Particular to this study, I applied intersectionality to center the research lens on the 

experiences of Latina leaders in K-12 administration and educational leadership historical 

context to understand how the identities of race and gender overlap and create compounded 

dimensions of inequality (Crenshaw, 1991).  Moreover, Crenshaw identified three categories of 

intersectionality: structural, political, and representational.  Structural intersectionality refers to 

how women are routinely subjected to different forms of discrimination like, “poverty, childcare 
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responsibilities, and lack of job skills” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1245).  Political intersectionality 

identifies how women of color are part of “at least two subordinated groups that frequently 

pursue conflicting political agendas” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1252).  For instance, men of color are 

protected by antidiscrimination laws while White women experiences are supported by feminist 

causes.  As a result, women of color are left out of each corresponding agenda.  The third 

category is representational intersectionality which refers to how societal expectations for 

minority women are internalized as “cultural imagery” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1282) resulting in a 

negative perception of Latina women especially evident in racial and ethnic oppression.  

Despite the adversities that Latina leaders have faced on the intersection of race and 

gender, they have used “counter-stories” (Delgado, 1989; Yosso, 2005) or “counter-narratives” 

(Delpit, 2012; Duncan-Andrade, 2005) to retell the intersectional forms of oppression and 

highlight their accomplishments.  Thus, counter-stories create narratives or “composite 

characters and place them in social, historical, and political situations to discuss racism, sexism, 

classism, and other forms of subordination” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 33).  The collected 

counter-stories serve four purposes: 1) build community for marginalized people of color; 2) 

challenge the majoritarian story; 3) foster “community cultural wealth, memory, and resistance;” 

(Yosso, 2005, p. 81) and 4) assist in transforming education.  Thus, for this literature review, I 

used articles and unpublished dissertations, as counter-stories, to retell race and gender 

intersectional experiences of Latina superintendents.   

In the following section, I discuss the social construction of race and gender and how a 

patriarchal hegemonic paradigm has led to an asymmetrical K-12 superintendency administration 

model.  I specifically discuss how Latina leaders are at a greater disadvantage than White female 
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superintendents and have the least representation in administration from all minority groups 

(Ortiz, 1982; Tienken, 2021).  

Race 

In my research, I argue that race is a socially constructed category (Haney-López, 2000; 

Omi & Winant, 1994; Hueber, 2010; López, Malagon, Velez, Solórzano, 2008; Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2002) and historically been utilized as a mechanism to perpetuate and institutionalize 

racism by creating social inequalities (Banks, 1995).  CRT posits that racism and discrimination 

are, “a means by which society allocates privilege and status.  Racial hierarchies determine who 

gets tangible benefits, including the best jobs, the best schools” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 

21).  Continuing in this vein of thought, Bonilla–Silva (2010) stresses that one must understand 

how categories of race have created racism for the purpose of exploiting people of color.  He 

discusses how in the post-civil rights era, the “master-framework’s covert racism (as opposed to 

overt racism during Jim-Crow era) exist today and color-blind racism is used to discriminate 

against people of color.  Similarly, Akom (2008) describes infra-racial racism as a person’s 

denial to society or positions of power is determined by “racial identity, skin color, gender, 

culture, class, religion, sexual orientation immigration status, special needs and other factors” 

(pp. 222-223).  In short, the dominant group’s narrative has prevailed, and color-blind racism has 

been used to justify covert racism limiting career mobility and access to the superintendency for 

Latina leaders.   

Gender 

As with race, I argue that gender is socially constructed and therefore created a space 

where “socially mediated differences between men and women can be explored apart from 

biological differences” (Hare-Mustin and Marecek, 1990, p. 29).  Gender construction is a 
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pressing issue since the superintendency has been the most male dominant administrative 

position distinctly characterized by masculine traits (Reese, 1995) in a profession where 75% of 

females are classroom teachers (McCollugh, 2019).  

The narrative of White males has solely or often been the core focus of study in K-12 

superintendency and Educational Leadership.  Therefore, to center this study in understanding 

race and gender inequity, “the voice of people of color is required for a complete analysis of the 

educational system” (Landson-Billings and Tate, 1995, p. 58).  While organizational theory has 

been the core curriculum taught in Educational Leadership, Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) 

contend that there are “limited number of studies in the under-representation of female 

superintendents and has not been given attention in the national records” (p. 34).  Aceves (2013), 

Banuelos (2008), Cano (2019), Colon- Gibson (1992), Couch (2007), Escobedo (2011), Galiana, 

(2014), Garcia (2010), Hernandez (2018), Mendez-Morse (1997 & 2000), Miranda (2019), Ortiz 

(2000 & 2001), and Rodriguez (2014) note that there has been an absence of voices and lived 

experiences from Latina superintendents. Thus, I extend the research on equity of voice and 

narrate Latina superintendent experiences to reflect how the intersection of race and gender has 

limited their career mobility and access to the superintendency. 

As a result, the void of alternative voices has led to the continuation of the “master-

narrative” and the social reproduction of White males in the superintendency and Educational 

Leadership literature.  Solórzano and Yosso (2002) define master-narrative as the dominant 

group’s use of power over the subordinate or outgroup.  In this sense, the master-narrative 

creates a group identity of a shared reality that normalizes their status in society.  More 

specifically defined:  
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… a majoritarian story that privileges Whites, men, the middle and upper class, and 

heterosexuals by naming these social locations as natural or normative points of reference 

whether told by people of color or Whites, majoritarian stories are not often questioned 

because people do not see them as stories but as “natural” parts of everyday life.  (p.28)  

Majoritarian stories, “dominant discourse” (Delpit, 1992, 2006; Urrieta, 2004; Urrieta & Hue 

Quach, 2000, & Urrieta, 2004) and “status quo” (Ladson-Billing, 1994) serve to have power over 

oppressed groups.  Solórzano and Yosso (2002) stress that “racism is about institutional power, 

and people of color in the United States have never possessed this form of power” (p. 24).  

Institutionalized racism is deep rooted in K-12 superintendency and Latina leaders face the 

intersectional oppression of race and gender in career mobility and access to the 

superintendency.  

Literature Review 

In this section, I review the historical context for female challenges in education and 

educational leadership literature.  I further discuss how search consultants and board members 

have favored males to preside over the superintendency.  I also address the concept of 

impostorism, its behaviors, and psychological distresses.  Additionally, I discuss race and gender 

stereotypes and the impact on a Latina Leader’s career mobility.  I highlight characteristics of 

successful Latina superintendents and finalize with Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing-

Community Cultural Wealth.  

Historical Context for Female Challenges 

Women’s Movement  

To situate a Latina’s superintendent career path, we need to understand the Women’s 

Movement (1960) and how this struggle brought equality for many women (Friedan, 1963) but 
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left out women of color.  As a result, women of color feminist movements retell their 

intersectional experiences of race, gender and other forms of oppression.  Two such movements 

that exemplify the experiences of Latina leaders are critical race feminism (CRF) and Chicana 

feminism.   

Critical Race Feminism (CRF)  

Critical race feminism has its roots in critical legal studies and critical race theory.  CRF 

is also in agreement with CRT’s tenets of:  1) The centrality of race and racism and 

intersectionality with other forms of subordination; 2) The challenge to dominant ideology; 3) 

The commitment to social justice; 4) The centrality of experiential knowledge; and 5) The 

interdisciplinary perspective.  CRF, however, highlights the gender aspect of social 

injustice and extends traditional feminism focus on White middle- and upper-

class women experiences to analyze women of color’s “discriminatory and oppressive nature of 

their reality” (Wing & Willis, 1999, p. 4).  Therefore, I state that CRF delves deep in 

understanding women of color structural, political, and representational intersectional identities.  

While CRF’s focus is on gender and other forms of intersectional oppressions, Chicana 

feminism highlights a Chicana’s ethnic identity.    

Chicana Feminism  

Like critical race feminism, Chicana feminism originated from the omission of traditional 

feminism experiences and the abandonment of Latinas from the Chicano Movement, “They 

attribute the political dissent that led to the development of a distinct Chicana feminist movement 

to the patriarchal relations within the Chicano Movement” (Segura & Pesquera, 1990, p. 78).  

Therefore, Chicana feminism posits an equality of Chicana women and “frames their local 

agendas within a larger critique of race, class, and gender domination” (Jacobs, 2006, p. 28).  
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Chicana feminism delves into the oppression, marginalization and challenges Latinas’ encounter.  

As noted by Segura (1996), “The Chicana “triple lens of oppression” places race, class, and 

gender, as well as the stories that arise from these factors at the forefront of the movement (p. 

49).  Garza (1994) emphasizes that, “Latinas have suffered the double oppression of sexism and 

racism.  The darker a Latina’s skin color, the more racism she faces - making good jobs and 

social acceptability even more unobtainable” (p. 14).  Moreover, Chicana feminism embraces the 

intersecting identities of Latinas.  It highlights Latina navigational strategies living between two 

cultures while maintaining cultural identity in their career path towards the superintendency.  

This is an urgent matter, since there are 6% of Latina superintendents in Arizona, in comparison 

to 61% of males, are superintendents (ADE, 2021).   

In short, both CRF and Chicana feminism provide an alternative feminist history which 

highlights women of color struggles on the intersection of race and gender.  While CRF’s focus 

is on gender and Chicana feminism is on race/ethnicity, both theories are complimentary creating 

a positive re-image of a Latina leader and conducive to counter-story narratives. 

Glass Ceiling  

Although the number of women in the superintendency has increased and policies have 

been enacted to protect women in the workforce, the glass ceiling exist to this day.  The glass 

ceiling has been an invisible barrier that has kept women from reaching the highest 

administrative positions despite qualifications, experience and hard work.  While policies and 

legislation such as The Women’s Educational Equity Act 1974 (WEEA) and the Civil Rights Act 

of 1991 (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2011) addressed race and gender 

discrimination, the glass ceiling prevails.  The gender gap between Latina women and men in K-

12 superintendency continues.  The glass ceiling asserts that there is a limit to how high women 
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and minorities can be promoted (Aulette & Wittner; 2020, p. 187).  As Engleberg and Wynn 

explain (2006), “There is an unwritten but additional prerequisite for becoming a leader: Even 

today despite the achievements of exceptional women leaders, some people still question the 

ability of women to serve in leadership positions” (p. 117).  Deep rooted misunderstandings of 

femininity and masculinity continue to permeate beliefs about gender roles.  The deficit 

perspective of female leaders makes it a challenge for Latinas leaders.  This is an example of 

structural, political, representational intersectionality and is best explained by Engleberg & 

Wynn (2013), “If a women’s behavior is like that of a male leader, they are viewed as 

unfeminine. “If they act ‘like a lady’ they are viewed as weak or ineffective” (p. 11).  In short, 

the intersection of race and gender as a social construction can be a limiting factor in Latina 

leadership, career mobility, and access to the superintendency.  

Historical Context For Challenges In Education 

Although policies have been enacted to address race and gender discrimination, a 

leadership gap exists for Latina leaders.  I attribute the patriarchal hegemonic superintendent 

dominance to centuries of institutionalized social norms.  As West and Zimmerman note (1991) 

“gender is routinely, methodically, and recurrently produced through social interactions” (p. 24-

25).  The social reproduction of the superintendency has shaped the characteristics, skills and 

social influences that have favored White males in its history of nearly two hundred years.  In the 

following section, I review two centuries of superintendent history and highlight primary 

responsibilities and practices beginning in early 20th Century to the present day.  

Early 20th Century  

Since the early 1900’s White males have dominated the superintendency and an “earnest” 

“pure,” and “Christian character” defined the era. (Tyack, 1976, p. 261).  For instance, 
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superintendents were White, Protestant, and upwardly mobile middle-aged men (Tyack, 1976).  

These early 20th century characteristics were values which left out women of color with a diverse 

cultural background and given little significance in superintendent history.  Although there was a 

slight increase of women superintendents in the 1950’s and late 1990’s, White male 

superintendents have dominated K-12 administration (Skrla, Reyes, Scheurich, 2000).  

Therefore, it is not coincidental that three quarters of women are classroom teachers 

(McCullough, 2020).  This is an example of how structural, political and representational 

intersectionality has favored White males and limited a Latina leader’s career mobility and 

access to the superintendency.  

Gradually, by the mid-20th century the superintendency evolved from embracing 

characteristic values to increased managerial duties such as, curriculum development and 

maintaining a district budged (Tyack, 1976).  These skills were regarded as masculine tasks 

(Tallerico, 2000).  Accountability policies, budget cutbacks and the introduction of the teacher’s 

union transformed the superintendency (Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007; Tyack, 1976) by adopting 

business management models rather than regarding it as an institution of service.  Although the 

teacher’s union brought certain rights and protection to women (i.e., maternity leave, 

representation), it had a minimal impact on teacher’s salary and women’s career mobility or 

access to the superintendency.  At the turn of the 20th century, most states and school districts 

required graduate certifications making it difficult for women to obtain administrative credentials 

due to childcare, family, tuition, gender roles and other responsibilities. Again, the structural, 

political and representational intersectionality continued to hinder a Latina leader’s career 

mobility and access to the superintendency.  
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21St Century Superintendency  

Historically, the superintendency was built on character and supervision of operations.  

Today, the superintendency is complex. While superintendents take on 21St century 

responsibilities, they must also work with different interest groups.  For example, community 

members, administrators, schools, and board members.  Superintendents must have interpersonal 

and intrapersonal skills to develop performance-based capacities and accomplish goals (Nestor-

Baker & How, 2001).  As superintendent responsibilities increased, traditional patriarchal 

hegemonic administrative practices continued to be part of the norm such as hierarchal chain of 

command, division of labor, and one best way model.  For instance, K-12 administration 

hierarchy positions the superintendent at the top of the chain of command, mid-managers at 

central leadership, leaving the majority of female teachers at the bottom.  According to Blount 

and Tallerico (2004), the hierarchal structure is a result of sexual division of labor.  Despite 

educational reforms, increased accountability, leadership best practices and demographical shifts, 

the superintendency remains an androcentric paradigm.  Superintendent literature and practices 

need to reflect 21St.  century realities of racism, racial and gender inequity, demographic shifts, 

among other factors.   

Educational Leadership - Organizational Eras 

The field of Educational Leadership has also played a role in perpetuating race and gender 

stereotypes.  The core study of organizational theories is based on White male experiences, 

authored predominantly by White males and lacking female authors. These traditional leadership 

models have influenced K-12 administration.  I stress that new leadership models are necessary 

to lead in the 21St Century.  In the following section, I review five leadership eras and highlight 
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their primary function and the social events that influenced organizational theory’s sexual 

division of labor (Tallerico & Blount, 2004) from early 20th Century to the present.   

Scientific Management (1910- 1935) 

Scientific Management (SM) emphasized one best way to structure task and manage the 

organization to increase production and efficiency.  The concern focus was on design, structure 

of organization and the job function of people.  The prime interest was on levels of hierarchy 

such as: chain of command, job duty or role, division of labor, centralization, number of 

employees at each level of hierarchy, line vs. staff relations, and size and shape of the 

organization.  Scientific Management main theorist were: Frederick Taylor, Henri Fayol, Luther 

Gulick.  Max Weber’s research was also referenced for its contribution to this era (Hoy & 

Miskel, 2007).    

Human Relations (1935 –1950)  

As a reaction to the inadequacies of the classical approach to management, Abraham 

Maslow, Douglas McGregor, Roethlisberger, Dickson, Mayo (Hawthorne Studies), and Mary 

Parker Follett, focused more on the human factor, relationships and motivation.  For instance, the 

Hawthorne Studies findings revealed that social and psychological factors are dependent on job 

performance and satisfaction (Hoy & Miskel, 2007).  Mary Follet’s humanistic and socially just 

viewpoint on management structure, negotiation, conflict resolution and power sharing are 

foundational to contemporary Educational Leadership theories (Hoy & Miskel, 2007).  

Social Systems (1950-1965)  

Social Systems resulted from an attempt to bridge Scientific Management and the Human 

Relations Movement. This era concentrated on the relationship of the parts of the organization to 

the whole organization and the interlocking, interdependent nature of this relationship. This 



 
 
 

  

 

29

system is known for how the organization affected people’s needs, roles, norms, politics, culture, 

goals, formal and informal rules.  It regards administration as open rather than a close system.  

Social conditions of the late 1950’s and 1960 such as the Civil Rights Movement, influenced the 

open systems approach to administration.  Prominent theorist included: Kurt Lewin, Jacob 

Getzels and Egon Guba, and W. Edwards Deming (Hoy & Miskel, 2007).  

Contingency/Situational (1965-1980)  

Contingency/Situational (CS) is often regarded as a subset of Social Systems and added 

another dimension to organizational theory.  Robert Blake and Jane Mouton, William J Reddin, 

Paul Hersey and Kenneth Blanchard are its main theorist.  CS theory takes the unique personality 

of an organization and its workers and factors it into the leadership formula.  It advocates using 

traditional, behavioral, and systems viewpoint independently or in combination to deal with 

various circumstances.  In short, there is no one best way of leadership but adapts to unique 

organizational needs or circumstances.  Blake and Jane Mouton developed the Managerial Grid 

Model.  This managerial model identified 5 leadership styles based on people and productivity 

concerns (Hoy & Miskel, 2007).  

Contemporary/ Change (1980- 2000)  

At the end of Situational Contingency era, leadership theory’s new focus was on planning 

for changes in the future. Although transactional leadership is considered a main theory of this 

era and many authors have contributed to it, transformational leadership was central for 

implementing change.  Some distinguished theorist included: James McGregor Burns, Bernard 

Bass, Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus, Peter Senge and Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner (Hoy & 

Miskel, 2007).   
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21St Century Leaders (2001- Present)  

 I have briefly discussed five leadership eras that shaped the superintendent patriarchal 

hegemonic paradigm and defined Educational Leadership literature.  Since organizational 

theory’s development in early 20th Century, hierarchical management has been the ideal 

administrative model, placing White males at the top of the chain of command and the female 

majority of teachers at the bottom.  Interestingly, in its nearly two hundredth year history, only 

two women were referenced, Mary Follet and Jane Mouton.  Although Follet and Mouton’s 

contributions are foundational in management theory, White male theories have dominated 

Educational Leadership traditional curriculum.  

While knowledge of management theory is required for administrative certification, it 

does not have to be the core curriculum.  Educational leadership programs continue to theorize 

and publish evidence-based education development for underperforming schools, but what can 

new findings reveal if the same patriarchal and hegemonic frameworks are being utilized for 

research?  At the same time, K-12 public schools continue to discuss and implement the same 

patriarchal hegemonic best practices to close the achievement gap in minority, high poverty 

schools.  Therefore, if changes are to be expected in K-12 education, changes need to begin at 

the institutions that are transmitters of knowledge such as university administrative certification 

programs and K-12 administration.  These institutions have been perpetrating the master- 

narrative that values White male superintendent leadership.  

Search Consultants and Board Members 

Superintendent patriarchal hegemonic history and organizational theory have shaped K-

12 educational administration and influenced who and how the superintendency is led.  Ladson-

Billings (2000) and Delgado Bernal (1998, 2002) questioned whose knowledge has been 
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considered and/or rejected.  I ask these same questions about search consultants and board 

members superintendent appointments because the research on search consultants, school board 

members superintendent gendered recruitment process and selection is limited (Alston 1999, 

Bell, 1998; Grogan & Henry, 1995; Guy, 2017; Tallerico, 2000).  Therefore, I add to the research 

on search consultants and school boards and analyze how the intersection of race and gender 

discrimination impacted Latina leaders career mobility and access to the superintendency.   

Although limited, the research on search consultants and school board members 

highlights important findings and adds to the existing body of knowledge.  Alston (1999), Bell 

(1998), Grogan and Henry (1995), Guy (2017), and Tallerico’s (2000) findings revealed that 

although women increasingly occupied administrative positions, women encountered unwritten 

rules and practices such as: a) the “best qualified” candidate; b) gender stereotypes and cultural 

influences; and c) “good chemistry” feelings about the selected candidate.  

Best Qualified   

Initially, search consultants conducted a routine screening and selected the best qualified 

candidates.  Riehl and Byrd (1997) discussed how the search selection was narrowed by a 

mechanical process, such as the use of spreadsheets, at which point the committee screened out 

candidates on “prior job titles, years of experience, name of employment of previous schools or 

districts” (p. 32).  Tallerico (2000) described how generic job descriptions, like “instructional 

leader” are used on job postings but behind the scene definitions on previous job titles became 

the determinant factor in recruitment (p. 27-28).  Grogan and Henry (1995) state that leadership 

skills regardless of leadership practices were not considered for recruitment but definite behind 

the scene criteria of quality candidates (p. 31).  Moreover, search consultants selected candidates 

with building level and central office experience such as assistant principals or superintendents.  
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Other consultants and board members valued line positions over staff administration (Tallerico, 

2000, p. 29).  The assumption being that the candidates with such experiences and prior titles 

were better prepared for the tough job of a superintendent.  

This best qualified behind the scene definition allows White males to pass freely through 

the selection process (Tallerico, 2000).  Minority men also have a greater advantage of being 

selected than women because most males have held in line positions such as high school 

principals, assistant superintendents or superintendents (Glass, 1992; Hodgkinson & 

Montenegro, 1999).  Consequently, the best qualified narrow definition limits women access to 

the superintendency since most females are administrators at the elementary or secondary level 

and women continue to occupy coordinator or director positions (Montenegro, 1993). 

Gender Stereotypes and Cultural Perceptions  

Moreover, bias cultural perceptions and practices have influenced search consultants and 

board members superintendent selection process.  Tallerico (2000) described how board 

members questioned female candidates on gender stereotyping such as domestic and professional 

responsibilities.  Board members assumed male candidates had strong budgeting and discipline 

practices in place but cross-examened females and went as far as questioning child-care 

arrangements.  Unimaginably, when it came to hiring women, board members questioned 

whether to pay a woman the same salary as their male counterpart and made little effort to 

support women’s initiatives.  Additionally, superintendent-board relations and gendered 

stereotypes, created pressures to hire men.  Meanwhile, female candidates were told that the 

district was not ready for a woman (Tallerico, 2000).    

Like Tallerico’s (2000) research, Bell’s (1988) findings revealed unwritten rules for 

female superintendents.  Bell highlighted that school boards selected men over women based on 
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trustworthiness and predictability due to social homogeneity.  Therefore, men were considered 

“trustworthy and predictable to exercise discretion” (p. 56).  Consequently, appointed female 

superintendents were considered because of influential male recommendations or were part of 

the same social group.   

Once appointed, women continued to face gender stereotyping.  For example, board 

members questioned a women’s ability to exercise authority but when the female superintendent 

possessed these strengths, they were not valued and regarded as unacceptable behaviors (Bell, 

1988). 

Good Chemistry  

After the initial screening, in-person interviews followed.  At this point, search 

consultants and board members have selected the candidate based on interpersonal feelings such 

as “good chemistry” or “gut reaction.” According to gate keeping theory the interview 

“intangibles” reflect the perspectives values, attitudes and belief’s, experiences, background and 

cultural, familiar, normative cultural part of K-12 institutions (Tallerico, 2000, p. 36).  Moreover, 

I posit that these intangibles led to psychological and social-psychological factors hindering 

Latina career mobility and access to the superintendency. 

 The decision to appoint a superintendent on interpersonal feelings is inequitable and 

violates EEOC hiring practice.  It places Latina leaders at a disadvantage because the majority of 

search consultants and board members are White males.  To select someone within the same 

social group is based on subconscious bias referred to as “similarity-attraction” (Kanter, 1977; 

Tyrne, 1971) or “the comfort syndrome” (Magretta, 1997) and contributes to the 

disproportionality of male to female superintendents and dearth of Latina superintendents.  
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The research on search consultants and school board members reflects the gender and 

racial discrimination against Latina leaders and their limited access to the superintendency. 

Unfortunately, discriminatory unwritten rules and practices continue to the present day.  Since 

Tallerico’s (2000) research, some of the interviewed candidates predicted that in 10 years-time 

more women would hold superintendent positions.  On the contrary, two decades have past and 

the realities of Latinas accessing the superintendency is not promising, accounting for 1% of 

superintendents in the US and 6% in Arizona.  

Impostorism 

Impostorism, or impostor-syndrome phenomenon, refers to “an internal experience of 

intellectual phonies” (Clance & Imes, 1978) and was first used in the 1970s.  This phenomenon 

is typically experienced by intelligent, professional, and high achieving women who believe that 

they are not deserving of such accomplishments.  Impostorism is manifested in four different 

behaviors: persistence, intellectual inauthenticity, seeking approval, and confidence avoidance.   

Since its conceptual origins, impostorism has been considered a dysfunctional personality, or a 

psychological syndrome (Harvey & Katz, 1985).  Impostor-related feelings can be chronic or 

certain behaviors can decrease over time due to newly acquired experiences (Keefer, 2015). 

 Moreover, literature on impostorism suggests that the workplace can also lead to 

impostor-related feelings.  Chae et. al (1995) and Lane (2015) suggested that professionals 

working in high achieving and demanding environments are more likely to demonstrate higher 

levels of impostor-related behaviors.  Impostorism is also experienced by individuals starting 

new roles, acquiring more job-related responsibilities, and starting a new career.  Parkman 

(2016) suggested that work environments dominated by a gender can cause increased imposter 

related feelings for a different gender.   
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 Furthermore, impostorism leads to psychological distresses such as anxiety, self-doubt, 

hopelessness, and depression, which can lead to fear and avoidance behaviors (Lane 2015).  As a 

consequence, individuals in their current positions experiencing impostorism may feel like a 

fraud and avoid career advancement to leadership roles for fear of added responsibility. 

Unfortunately, these impostor-related behaviors can impede an individual from obtaining their 

career goals (Lane et al., 2015).  In the next section, I discuss research on Latina leaders’ 

experiences related to race and gender stereotypes.  

Latina Race and Gender Stereotypes 

Undoubtedly, a patriarchal hegemonic superintendent paradigm has limited a Latina’s 

career mobility and access to the superintendency and perpetuated race and gender stereotypes.  

Superintendent history, Educational Leadership literature, search consultants and board 

members have played a critical role in White males dominating leadership positions while the 

majority of women remain as classroom teachers.  For instance, Blount (1998) describes how 

administration is a symbol of masculinity while teaching has become a feminized profession.  

She further explains that because males have traditionally dominated administration, they have 

shaped the characteristics associated with leadership.  Grogan and Henry (1995) refer to male-

centered administration as “warrior, military, or business mentality” (p. 159).  For instance, 

such authoritarian characteristics are seen as a disadvantage for women since they are 

characterized as empathetic and tend to share leadership responsibilities. 

The following literature review on Latina superintendents supports previous findings on 

stereotypes and discrimination based on race, gender, patriarchal structure, cultural and other 

overlapping factors.  Moreover, the participants narrated how they had to work twice as hard in 

their ascendency to the superintendency because they were women of color.  The participants 
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reported internalizing these stereotypes causing detrimental health, emotional, and psychological 

consequences. These negative experiences overwhelm and impact the nervous system leading to 

trauma (Barkataki, 2020). 

Race 

Aceves (2013); Galiana (2014) & Garcia’s, (2010) findings revealed racial stereotypes. 

These stereotypes were based on professional assumptions and physical attributes, “appearance, 

gender, skin color, speech, or cultural background” (Aceves, 2013, p. 117). 

For example, Galiana’s (2014) participants faced dominant racist discourse which did not 

acknowledge their skills and knowledge as school leaders.  The racism varied from immigration 

status to gender.  Similarly, the Latina superintendents in Garcia’s (2010) study expressed 

personal and professional challenges in the form of racial stereotype or perceptions due to 

language acquisition, educational obstacles, and expectations of being a Latina.  

Gender   

Banuelos (2008) findings revealed gender bias and sexual harassment. The women were 

aware of how gender bias affected their professional and personal lives but kept silent to keep 

their position as administrators. “These behaviors included lack of eye contact, touching, 

references to gender, degrading remarks, space encroachment, gender categorization, 

paternalism, disparaging remarks, interrupted speech and condescension” (p.28).  Banuelos 

further reported microaggression in the form of disrespect, inappropriate jokes, condescending 

remarks, and inappropriate touching.  

Intersectionality  

Other findings on Latina superintendents indicated how race and gender intersected with 

other stereotypes in their career and as a result had to work twice as hard to gain credibility 
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(Evans, 2007).  For instance, a participant in Carrion-Mendez’s (2009) research experienced 

gender, ethnicity and age discrimination.  She referred to as a “double whammy to be both” (p. 

23).  Hernandez’s (2018) study noted race and gender discrimination as a double obstacle.  The 

participant acknowledge that she had to work twice as hard, in comparison to her male 

counterparts, to prove herself.  For example, she explained that she worked with a principal 

where she had to do all the work but did not complain because of the gender bias.  The 

participant admitted struggling with stereotypical male superintendent characteristics and not 

those of “kindness and caring” …. that fit” her identity” (p. 86) of a school leader. 

Rodriguez’s (2014) participants described gender, ethnicity, salary, balancing career, 

family and school challenges in career mobility towards the superintendency.  For instance, one 

participant mentioned receiving hate mail, a bomb threat from the community asking the board 

to get rid of her because she was Mexican.  Another superintendent described how she 

encountered discrimination as a high school principal from her White male superintendent 

supervisor.  It didn’t matter the academic gains and recognition the school had made but he 

continued to harass her and determine she was not good for the position.  Another participant 

retold how out of the three superintendents she was the one that got paid the least because she 

was Hispanic. 

Patriarchal Structure 

 Further Latina superintendent research found the patriarchal hegemonic structure was 

another challenge to superintendency ascension.  Garcia (2010) referred to it as growing up in a 

man’s world which resulted in the lack of networks.  In Miranda’s (2019) study, the participants 

not only mentioned the “glass ceiling” as an obstacle to the superintendency but also being 

women of color.  The participant experienced many barriers in a man’s world which they were 
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not expected to fulfill because of race and gender discrimination.  The participants had to go 

against “the gradient” (Miranda, p. 102) because society had internalized what a superintendent 

should look like.  

Culture  

Latina superintendent findings also revealed cultural challenges evident in religious 

beliefs, and family expectations.  Hernandez (2018) attributed this to marianismo (Gil & 

Vasquez, 1996) which are Latino culture expectations of women resembling those of the Virgen 

Mary to be obedient, pure, submissive and dependent.  This gender expectation has a negative 

perception for women that want to deviate from traditional domestic roles. 

Aceves (2013) and Carrion-Mendez (2009) study revealed race and gender discrimination 

as well as cultural and social incongruencies.  The participants experienced cultural bias not only 

from Whites but also their own culture.  Their cultural practices were different than US social 

norms.  For example, they were not encouraged by their families to complete higher education, 

nevertheless, they were motivated to break cultural expectations.  The participants revealed that 

they each experienced prejudice based on their cultural background.  

Magdaleno’s (2004) participants reported race and gender discrimination but found 

isolation and envidia (envy) not only from Whites but from other Latino and Latinas. These 

experiences were crippling.  Some of the participants discussed how they felt isolated because of 

the established superintendent cliques and opened doors were often shut.  This isolation is often 

referred to the Lone Ranger attitude.  The participants noted that the Latino culture was 

sometimes their worst enemy.  One participant retold the “Cangrejo (crab)” story as an analogy 

to issues of power.  In a box full of crabs, the ones at the bottom of the pile pull the ones from 
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the top.  In other words, Latinas/os, at times, created obstacles for other Latinas/os based on 

envy.   

Munoz, Pankake, Ramalbo, Mills, and Simonsson (2014) study outlined clear career 

paths for men and women regarding family responsibility.  Munoz et al. exemplifies, “While 

males are perceived as championing their family struggles by aspiring leadership jobs.”  On the 

contrary, society’s stereotypes show females as abandoning their families when pursuing 

leadership positions” (p. 772).  These race and gender intersectional challenges clearly impact a 

Latina’s career mobility and access to the superintendency.  

Consequences 

As a result of race, gender and multiple forms of intersectional stereotypes, Latina 

superintendents experienced health, emotional, and psychological effects causing trauma.  The 

participants in Banuelos (2008) study internalized the gender microaggressions they experienced 

causing them to questioned, their "skills, abilities and competencies” (p.2).  They also expressed 

detrimental effects to their personal lives resulting in unhealthy eating habits, lack of sleep, and 

depression. Many female superintendents expressed anger and frustration that no one had warned 

them about the gender bias.  Banuelos noted that keeping silent had perpetuated gender bias and 

urged superintendent women to break the silence. 

In Miranda’s (2019) study, one participant retold how she struggled with the “imposter 

syndrome” (p. 102) of being La Patrona (the boss). The participants struggled with the negative 

perceptions of being a Latina and not being smart or figuring out the budget.  This was also true 

in Rodriguez’s study (2014), despite the school’s academic achievement and recognition the 

participant’s hard work was not acknowledged.  Her White supervisor continued to harass her 

and determined she was not qualified for the position. 
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In short, a Latina leader’s career mobility and access to the superintendency were 

affected by unwritten rules (Galiana, 2014) and often got pegged in stereotypical Latina positions 

because of misconception that minority leaders can only achieve success in majority Latino 

districts and underperforming school districts (Marshall & Kasten, 1994). 

Characteristics of Successful Latina Superintendents 

Latina Superintendent Counter- Stories 

 Despite the intersectional challenges Latina leaders encountered in their career path and 

accessing the superintendency, Latinas have developed a form of counter-story.  I used 

Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing concept (Delgado Bernal et al., 2006) to retell Latina 

superintendent counter-stories.  In this literature review, I used findings from articles and 

unpublished dissertations to support counter-story narratives (Yosso’s, 2005; Delgados, 1989; 

Martinez’s (2020).  Counter-stories serve four purposes in accessing educational equity: 1) 

builds community for marginalized people of color; 2) challenge the majoritarian story; 3) foster 

“community cultural wealth, memory, and resistance” (Yosso, 2005, p. 81); and 4) assist in 

transforming education (Yosso, 2005).  

    Moreover, I identify Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing as a form of Community 

Cultural Wealth.  Chicana/Latina concept derived from feminist thought has been used to study 

the lives of Chicana/Latina within educational contexts.  Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing 

purpose is to “transform the conceptual beginning points themselves” and “shift the terms by 

which we approach Chicana/Latina schooling and education from one of deficit to one of 

complexity, strength and hope” (Delgado Bernal et al., 2006, p.4).  Chicana/Latina Ways of 

Knowing theorizes teaching and learning by building on conceptual terms from Latina cultural 

knowledge passed on through generations in the way of consejos (advice), testimonios 
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(testimony), and pláticas (conversations).  Latina leaders use transformational resistance, as 

sobrevivencia (survival) to cope and navigate through intersectional challenges and narrate 

counter-stories to highlight the accomplishments (Delgado Bernal et al., 2006) of Latina 

superintendents.  The following literature review on Latina superintendent revealed several 

assets such as: professional factors, networks, mentors and sponsors; cultural and resiliency.  

Professional Factors: Extrinsic & Intrinsic 

The findings revealed professional factors as either extrinsic or intrinsic motivators to 

superintendency ascendency.  Escobedo’s (2011) Latina administrators reported extrinsic factors 

such as salary, benefits, increased prestige, status, and relocation to a desirable location.  

Similarly, Garcia’s (2010) findings demonstrated intrinsic factors such as: academic preparation, 

leadership professional development opportunities, and advancement in their career path.  

As for intrinsic motivators, Galiana’s (2014) participants reported that their purpose in 

becoming a school leader was to promote equity and access as a form of social justice.  These 

leaders saw themselves as change agents by enacting policies that would impact the achievement 

gap and underrepresentation of minority groups.  Interestingly, Aceves (2013) participants 

reported that prejudice served as an intrinsic motivator.  They felt the need to break Latina 

stereotypes to pursue their career as superintendents.  

Networks, Mentors, and Sponsors 

 The Latina leaders credited their ascendency and success to the superintendency to the 

availability of networks, mentors, and influential sponsors.  Cano (2019) highlighted that 

networking gave Latinas an advantage from being isolated.  Participants networked with diverse 

state administrative associations. They got to know superintendents by name and expanded their 
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venues to seek other positions. The association provided a means to stay in close contact with 

state superintendents. 

Cano (2019) and Galiana’s (2014) findings also revealed mentors as assets.  The 

participants noted that they sought experienced mentors and at times had more than one 

simultaneously.  Cano defined a mentor as someone you get along with and is a good role model. 

It could be a male or female and not necessarily a Latina/Latino.  A mentor not only helps in 

decision making but boost morale.  Mentors need to be trustworthy, integral and respected.  One 

participant compared mentors to athletic coaches because they provided support through her 

career.  They could be a former superintendent, former professor, or dissertation chair.  

Likewise, Galiana’s (2014) participants received mentoring and coaching from their 

supervisors, professional organizations, and educational programs.  Rodriguez’s (2014) 

participants mentioned strategies they used in their careers, such as mentorship, sponsorship, and 

social-capital (Mendez-Morse, 1997; Ortiz, 1999; Quilantan, 2002).   

Moreover, influential sponsors, such as power players and school board members were 

also an important asset in a Latina leader’s career mobility and access to the superintendency.  In 

Cano ‘s (2019) study the participants attributed their success to influential sponsors because they 

believed and trusted them.  Cano’s participants stressed the importance of connecting with 

people of power which invited them to committees and opened the doors at every position within 

and outside the district.  Cano also advised on building strong relationships with the school board 

because they are important members of the school system.  The relationship had to be authentic, 

respectful, and one of mutual trust.  Participants stated they needed board support for their 

decisions, and obtain their buy in. 
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Cultural  

Family support was the most prominent cultural asset for a Latina’s access to the 

superintendency.  Family support was evident in navigating in both the Latino and White culture.  

The participants also credited their spouse and other family members for their support.  Couch’s 

(2007) research participants narrated how they learned to navigate in both the Latino and the 

White culture effectively.  One participant thanked her mother for showing her how to navigate 

‘on both sides of the fence’ (p. 202).  The participant expressed how it was important to have the 

flexibility to go from the country club to being a Latino mom. 

Moreover, Mendez-Morse (2000) dispels typical gender stereotypes that created barriers 

for Latina leaders.  For example, stereotypes such as being dominated by a male figure (e.g., 

husband, father); women as homemakers; limited access to education or employment and the 

lack of support or discouragement to pursue a career.  In fact, the Latinas in the study contradict 

these stereotypes.  Through various examples of Latina legacies, Mendez-Morse highlights 

successful Latina leaders who credited their spouses/partners in meeting their leadership goals 

because they took on traditional female roles such as homemaker and/or caregiver.  Mendez-

Morse, also described how Latinas considered family role models or created their own by 

observing leadership attributes that they found worthy of adapting into their own practice.  

Valenzuela and Dornbush (1994) also credit the role of family network to compensate for lack of 

outside network support 

Additionally, Mendez-Morse research (1997) narrated the experiences of four Mexican 

American superintendents in the southwest and affirmed their spousal and family support. Their 

spousal support was evident in three different areas: encouraging leadership potential, domestic 

duties, and placing priority in their wife’s goal in becoming superintendent. For example, one of 
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the participants credited her husband as the driving force to pursue the superintendency. Another 

participant acknowledged her husband in assistance in gathering information for the district she 

was applying for.  

Like in Mendez-Morse study, Colón-Gibson’s (1992) research findings of Latina 

administrators also credited their husbands and family for financial and other forms of support. 

In addition, the women acknowledged their family’s advocacy and encouragement in their 

education. The survey findings revealed that, “The Hispanic Women received some 

encouragement to enter administration from their children, parents, and siblings” (Colón-Gibson, 

1192, p. 110).  At the same time, “The husbands gave financial help with studies, study time, 

moral support, childcare, chores, shopping and help with course work” (p. 111).  Doughty (1980) 

and Coffin and Efstrom (1977) also credit spousal and family continuous support to meet the 

demands of administrative career despite discouraging factors. 

Resiliency  

Resiliency was an important asset to the Latina superintendent’s success. Many of the 

superintendents credited their families for developing resiliency and their leadership identity. 

The participants in Miranda’s (2019) study attributed their success stories in the form of 

resiliency.  They credited their spouses, family, and friends “for passing on legacies of hard 

work, pride and integrity (p.88).  They described themselves as life-long learners and continue to 

set new goals and dreams.  

For Magdaleno’s (2004) participants, resiliency was a result of forming strong 

relationships with board members and having student success as the primary focus.  The findings 

also revealed that they were able to remain positive and deal with the intensity and pressures that 
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come from the superintendency because of the core values, instilled by their families, of “loyalty, 

friendship, compassion, empathy, and a belief that hard work will be rewarded” (p.50). 

Aceves (2013) and Hernandez (2018) participants noted confidence as a form of 

resiliency.  Aceves’ (2013) participants credited their upbringing in the development of their 

personal attributes such as “self-confidents, commitment, dedication, instructional leadership, 

political awareness, interpersonal skills, and communication skills” (p.115).  Likewise, 

Hernandez’s (2018) participants reported not being afraid to work hard, take risk, take credit for 

initiatives, and applying for new opportunities.  Another participant reported resiliency in 

continuing her education despite raising a small child. 

Cano’s (2019) study also revealed resiliency as a result of having a strong work ethic.  

The Latina participants mentioned they had to work twice as hard, taking over responsibilities 

was one of the reasons she obtained a superintendent position. They discussed having a drive to 

do hard work and push to the next level.  The hard work gave them a spotlight. Resiliency made 

the superintendents stay strong when their decisions were questioned especially because Latinas 

were targets and others tried to find their weak spots.  They did not take things personally, let 

things go, and accepted making a mistake and “bounced back” (p. 96). 

Moreover, Martinez’s (2016) participant credited her family support, leadership 

opportunities, self-motivation, culture, and spirituality as an important part of her success.  As a 

result of her findings, Martinez reconceptualized (Mis) Identitades (female identities) using her 

cultural assets and “strong work ethic, strategies” (p. 179).  She referenced the folk Mexican 

Bingo game called loteria as the conceptual model to represent the many cards she dealt with 

daily.  (Mis) Identidades: Una Mujer de Fortaleza (persistence to serve the community) La 



 
 
 

  

 

46

Mujer Fuerte (woman of strength), La Jefa (the boss) La Ganadora (the winner), y La Esperanza 

(hope). 

 In short, despite the intersectional challenges Latina leaders encountered in their career 

path and accessing the superintendency, Latinas narrated their counter-stories in the form of 

Chican/Latina Ways of Knowing (Delgado Bernal et al., 2006) to highlight their assets: 

professional factors; networks, mentors and sponsors; cultural and resiliency. 

Community Cultural Wealth 

Community Cultural Wealth (Yosso, 2005) is an asset-based form of social capital. It 

shifts the center of focus from White, middle class culture to Communities of Color cultures and 

reveals accumulated assets and resources abundant in the lives of Communities of Color through 

six forms of capital: 1) aspirational capital are the hopes and dreams beyond all imaginable 

possibilities; 2) linguistic capital is the ability to communicate with others in academic or social 

realms.  Linguistic capital values bilingualism and various forms of storytelling such as cuentos, 

pláticas, parables and dichos (proverbs); 3) familial capital is the acquired cultural knowledge 

and nuances of one’s own family history and experience; 4) social capital is community 

networking and utilizing available resources; 5) navigational capital is acquiring strategies and 

the tenacity to navigate through social institutions.  Navigational capital also promotes taking 

advantage of social programs otherwise not designated for people of color; and 6) resistant 

capital is acquiring the knowledge and skills to actively resist the inequitable social norms in our 

society (Yosso, 2005). 

In the previous section, Latina superintendent counter-stories, I discussed how Latina 

Leaders used Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing counter-stories to build community for 

marginalized people of color and challenge the master- narrative (Yosso, 2005).  In this section, I 
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narrate my counter-story and emphasize nurturing Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing Community 

Cultural Wealth to 1) address trauma and coping strategies and resources; 2) transform 

educational administration and educational leadership literature and 3) create pathways for 

Latina leaders to accesses the superintendency. 

Healing Trauma 

Many of the Latina superintendents reported internalizing negative stereotypes and 

impostor-related feelings causing detrimental health, emotional, and psychological 

consequences.  I posit that these recurrent negative experiences led to trauma.  Trauma, “is 

anything overwhelming that impacts the nervous system in a way in which we are unable to cope 

or respond and causes fragmentation” (Barkataki, 2020. p.63).  Fortunately, many of the Latina 

superintendents also developed coping strategies and resources which led to success stories.  I 

add to the research and identify these resources as self-knowledge and self-care.  According to 

Emerson (2015) a resource is anything that generates inner safety, allowing people to explore, 

unfold, and understand past experiences. For the purpose of this research, I simply define self-

knowledge as understanding one’s self, recognizing one’s abilities, valuing one’s culture and 

language, and setting personal and professional goals.  Self-care “is the practice of self-love and 

healing” (Barkataki, p.68).  These self-care practices can be simple such “as being in nature, 

practicing gardening” (p. 68) and community engagement which supports Yosso’s (2005) 

Community Cultural Wealth.  For example, in narrating my counter-story.  I came to the 

realization that I possessed the educational background, knowledge, skills and dispositions to be 

a successful Latina leader.  At that moment, I understood that it was the K-12 hegemonic 

patriarchal system that has hindered my administrative career.   
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Transforming Educational Leadership  

 The superintendency, Educational Leadership literature and graduate certification 

programs have been influenced by a patriarchal hegemony and perpetuated androcentric 

practices which are valued to the present day.  I posit that it is necessary to transform these 

institutions by addressing Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing.  Such transformational practices 

include the acknowledgement of Latina superintendents in educational leadership literature like 

Galiana’s (2014) goal to enact policies and close the achievement gap of minority students or 

Cano’s (2019) ascendency to the superintendency due to networks, mentors and influential 

sponsors.  Another transformational practice is implementing culturally responsive pedagogies 

that engage Latinx students and the community.  Once again, I narrate my counter-story and how 

I practiced gardening not only as a form of self-care and community involvement but also as 

academic curriculum.  For example, my collaboration with The University of Arizona’s 

Community and School Garden Program (CSGP) led to the publication of The Sonoran Desert 

School Gardener’s Almanac in which I wrote about the importance of integrating plant 

knowledge, like marigolds, and culturally responsive practices of Día de Los Muertos (Day of 

the Dead) into the curriculum.   

I conclude and add to the research by stating that superintendents need to safeguard 

educational practices by balancing academic curriculum and students’ well-being. This 

assertation is based on my experiences of over two decades as an educational leader and 

practitioner of educational policies.  For example, I began my educational career as whole 

language teacher and was fortunate to have Ken and Yetta Goodman as instructors.  I then taught 

during NCLB’s (2002) high accountability era and most recently supported schools during 

school closures due to COVID-19.  As the US prepared to re-open schools for in person learning, 
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school leaders need to keep in mind that a student’s well-being is as important as their academic 

gains.  

Latina Superintendent Pathways 

 The participants in the literature review narrated their challenges in accessing the 

superintendency as well as their success stories.  For instance, Carrion-Mendez (2009), 

Hernandez (2018), and Rodriguez (2014) retell how the intersection of race and gender was a 

challenge and had to work twice as hard.  At the same time, Aceves (2013) and Hernandez 

(2018) credited their families for developing hard working ethics, risk taking and applying to 

new opportunities.  However, these were only the few voices of Latina leaders that accessed the 

superintendency.  As the Latino population continues to grow and projected to increase by 

almost 30% by the year 2060 (US Census, 2020), it is imperative to have Latina role models in 

the superintendency who can address Latino cultural assets and further close the educational gap.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, I used CRT and LatCrit to highlight how the intersection of race and gender 

identities created structural, political and representational discrimination of Latina 

superintendents.  I argued that the superintendent patriarchal hegemonic paradigm has created a 

disproportional number of male-to female superintendents in comparison to female teachers and 

defined superintendent masculine and feminine leadership traits in the profession.  I add to the 

research by stating that superintendent history, Educational Leadership literature, search 

consultants and board members are the cause for the superintendent asymmetrical structure 

which has led to inequitable hiring practices and covert racism in the form of color-blind and 

infra-racial racism.  
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  Moreover, I narrate Latina superintendent counter-stories to reframe the master-

narrative and highlight positive Latina superintendent stories through Chicana/Latina Ways of 

Knowing. I recenter Latina superintendent assets and my counter-story using Community 

Cultural Wealth to validate: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social navigational and resistant 

capital. Therefore, in pursuit of this inquiry, I developed the following questions.  

Research Questions 

1. What kind of challenges do Latina superintendents experience? 

2. How are Latina superintendent challenges related to career mobility? 

3. What characteristics do successful Latina superintendents possess? 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine and narrate the experiences of aspiring, 

practicing, and retired Latina superintendents in Arizona.  Though research has focused on the 

challenges of women accessing the superintendency, the research has been minimal, 

unsystematic and non-cohesive.  Less is known about how race, gender and other 

intersectionality identities have impacted a Latina leader’s ascendency to the superintendency,  

its challenges and success stories.   

This study described the experiences of Latina leaders and used pseudonyms to protect 

their identity.  I, the researcher, used a qualitative method of inquiry and was the primary 

instrument for data collection and analysis. I was interested in providing an accurate account of 

the challenges and success stories of Latina leaders and if it related to career mobility.  As 

Denzin and Lincoln expressed (2017), qualitative researchers “study things in their natural 

settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meaning people 

bring to them” (p.3).  My goal was to have a deep knowledge of some social setting or 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2002).  The applied qualitative inquiry strategies provided this study 

with descriptive narratives of 10 Latina Leaders.  In addition, the final analysis of the interviews 

contributed to the scant research regarding the challenges Latina leaders faced towards the 

superintendency.  I utilized snowball sampling in the selection of aspiring, practicing or retired 

superintendents.  Data was collected using semi-structured interviews. The next section describes 

the research design, participant selection, data collection and analysis, validity, limitations, and 

conclusion.   
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Research Design 

The pursuit of this research was to gain an in depth understanding of the challenges and 

successes of aspiring, practicing, and retired Latina superintendents from diverse public-school 

districts in Arizona.  The study used qualitative research methods to “work within the context of 

human experiences and the way in which meaning is made out of those experiences” 

(Bhaattacharya, 2017, p.19).  As the researcher, I bring a CRT and LatCrit perspective which 

takes into account race, gender and the intersectional identities of Latina leader challenges in 

their career mobility to the superintendency.  This phenomenon was analyzed by using a 

qualitative approach to interpret the individual experiences within the phenomenon.  The purpose 

of the study was to add to the body of research concerning Latina leaders serving in an 

organization dominated by White males.  Thus, qualitative researchers seek to understand “the 

meaning people have constructed” (Merriam, 2009, p. 13).  I, therefore, use critical race theory 

counter-stories as my method to narrate the stories of aspiring, practicing and retired 

superintendents.  Counter-stories serve four purposes in accessing educational equity: 1) build 

community for marginalized people of color; 2) challenge the master-narrative; 3) foster 

“community cultural wealth, memory, and resistance;” (Yosso, 2005) and 4) assist in the 

transformation of education (Yosso, 2005; Delgados, 1989; Martinez’s 2020).   

Moreover, CRT literature outlines three types of counter-stories: autobiographical, 

biographical, and composite (Yosso, 2005).  For this research, I focused on counter-stories and 

draw on semi structured interviews to retell the intersectional realities of aspiring, practicing and 

retired superintendents in K-12 administration and narrate pathways to access the 

superintendency.  Through these narrations I foster Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing 

community cultural wealth, “memory, and resistance” (Yosso, 2005, p. 81).    
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Participant Selection 

I used snowball sampling in addition to other approaches in order to recruit 10 Latina 

leaders.  Snowball sampling of the participants was “the most important consideration in 

qualitative selection decision” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 97).  This strategy was essential in selecting 

participants who provided me with the expertise information that I needed to answer my research 

questions. Merriam (2009) stresses that “the more cases that are included in the study, and the 

greater the variation across the cases, the more compelling and interpretation is likely to be” 

(p.49).  I had considered a larger sample of participants but was limited to a smaller sample due 

to few female superintendents in Arizona and committed participants.  Thankfully, the 10 

participants provided an in depth and cohesive representation of aspiring, practicing and retired 

superintendents in Arizona.  

I recruited the participants based on the following criteria: 1) aspiring, practicing, or 

retired superintendents of public-school districts in Arizona, 2) who identified as Latina (by 

various terms, and 3) female. I recruited participants through several avenues.  I recruited retired 

participants through the Arizona Association of Latino Administrators and Superintendents 

(AZALAS).  For other participants, for whom I had the emails and phone numbers, I contacted 

them directly by email and/or phone.  Also, I obtained emails from districts websites and the 

Arizona Department of Education, Public Data Set, Educator Search. In another approach, I used 

snowball sampling and asked each participant to suggest others.  And, finally, I also provided an 

email about the study, including my contact information to two AZALAS members, and these 

members forwarded the emails to others (see Appendix A: Recruitment Email).  In the email, I 

introduced myself and provided a brief description of the study and asked each participant to 

sign the attached consent form (see Appendix B: Consent Form).  I made clear that participation 
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was entirely voluntary, confidential and would not result in negative consequences.  The 

participants were asked to read the consent form on their own time and were provided with the 

opportunity to ask questions.  Through this process, 10 Latina females that identified either as 

aspiring, practicing or retired superintendents in Arizona agreed to be part of the research.  I was 

aware of a superintendent’s busy schedule and therefore followed up with a phone call, 

especially if the consent form had not been signed.  A follow up phone call provided me with the 

opportunity to clarify the research study or answer any questions the participants might have had.  

It also gave me the opportunity to legitimize the research an reiterate how their participation 

could be beneficial to school district, university administration certification programs, and/or 

educational leadership curriculum.  I also reminded the participants that their participation could 

contribute to the research and support Latina leaders seeking the superintendency.  

Participant Characteristics 

In alignment with my recruitment criteria, the 10 participants identified as: 1) Latina 

(Chicana or Mexicana); 2) female, and 3) aspiring, practicing or retired superintendent in a 

public school district in Arizona.  The ethnicity and gender of each participant was obtained by 

asking them directly.   In addition, the participants identified as other intersectional identities.  

Their professional experiences and educational background are integral components of their 

dedication to serving students.  The data collected and analysis highlighted these characteristics. 

All the participants—aspiring, practicing and retired superintendents—had served in 

education between 20 to 30 years in the state of Arizona.  The participants stated that their goal 

in becoming educators and seeking the superintendency was to influence and impact student 

learning in Latino communities.  Their professional experiences exemplify their commitment to 
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serving in predominantly Latino, or underprivilege communities with a high percentage of free 

and reduced lunch.  

There were, however, a few differences among the participants.  The aspiring 

superintendents reported that despite having been in education for at least 20 years and serving in 

different roles, such as teachers, mentors, coordinators and participated in leadership preparation 

programs and community organizations like LULAC, they have not been asked or given the 

opportunity to serve as assistant principals or principals, a critical step to access the 

superintendency.  Contrary to aspiring Latina leaders, some practicing and retired 

superintendents mentioned that they were either “tapped on the shoulder” or their ascendency 

was a “fast track” to the superintendency. 

 All the participants in the study were educated professionals and held a Master’s degree 

or higher.  Seven of the participants had received a doctoral degree and two were currently in a 

doctoral program.  The participants held principal administrative certifications and the practicing 

and retired superintendents held a superintendent certificate.  One of the aspiring superintendents 

mentioned that she was planning on pursuing the superintendent certificate.  

An important commonality among the participants was that they all had a critical 

pedagogical background centered around culturally responsive and inclusive practices.  Each 

participant in one way or another mentioned how critical pedagogy was integral to their practice 

and advocated for student academic success and equity.  For more demographic data, please refer  

to Table 1.  The last column indicates the participants that geographically relocated for a higher 

position in their career, including the superintendency.  
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Table 1 

 
Participant Demographics  

 

Participant 
Name 

Highest 
Degree 

Highest 
Position 

Served in 
Metropolitan 

Area with 
30+ districts 

 

Relocated 
for new position 

Catalina M.Ed. Principal No No 
Esperanza M.Ed. Coach No No 
Refugio Ph.D. Coordinator No No 

Fortunata Ph.D. 
Assistant 
Principal 

No No 

Lourdez Ed.D. Superintendent Yes No 
Jacinta Ed.D Superintendent No Yes 
Socorro M.Ed. Superintendent Yes Yes 
Milagros M.Ed Superintendent Yes Yes 
Eloisa Ed.D. Superintendent No Yes 
Marianela Ed.D. Superintendent Yes Yes 

Note.  Some of the data above was altered to protect participant privacy. 

    

Data Collection  

Data collection began in October 2021 and ended December 2021.  The primary source 

of data came from semi-structured interviews to genuinely understand participant responses and 

context.  This phenomenological approach emphasized detailed experiences of the participants 

through the use of quotations (Merriam, 2009).  Before the recording of the interview, the 

researcher reassured the participants that there were no right or wrong answers and that their 

responses were going to be analyzed for patterns and categories.  Since the interviews dealt with 

sensitive questions of racial, gender or other stereotypes, the participants were reminded that at 

any time they could ask to stop the interview.  During the interview, if needed, I asked the 

participants for clarification, to expand on the question or provide an example of their statement 

to gain a deeper understanding of the participant’s response and to represent the phenomenon 
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accurately (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  The interview ended with an open-ended question and 

participants where asked if they had anything else to add.  The analysis of the transcripts 

captured each participants’ story, their challenges, characteristics, strategies and/or resources and 

provided a rich descriptive content for the study.  During the analysis, I took into account the 

researcher-participant relationship and how I would ensure that re-telling their story accurately 

represented the phenomenon by setting the criteria.  

This study used two main sources of data: interviews and public databases.  

Public Databases 

The first public database used was the Arizona Department of Education (ADE) website.  

It was used to compare the number of male- to-female superintendents in Arizona.  The second 

data source that was used was AASA Decennial Study from 2010 and 2020.  It was used to 

compare national findings of White male and female superintendents to Latina superintendents.  

Interviews 

Interviews are the preferred instrument for qualitative researchers since “we can learn 

about places we have not been and could not go and about settings in which we have not lived” 

(Weiss, 1994).  I conducted 10 total interviews, one per participant, ranging in length from to 1 

hr to 2 hrs.  As Denzin & Lincoln (1994) state, the “interview is a conversation, the art of asking 

questions and listening” (p. 353).  With this in mind, I used a semi-structured interview protocol, 

which asked participants to discuss professional demographics.  For example, the interview was 

divided into five sections.  In the first section, the participants were asked to introduce 

themselves and share their educational and professional background.  The next section asked 

participants to discuss their challenges and effects related to race and gender or any other form of 

discrimination.  The participants were then asked how their career mobility was affected by the 
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challenges they experienced.  Finally, the participants were asked to share their successes and 

characteristics.   Please see Appendix C for the interview protocol.  The interviews were 

conducted via Zoom, which was an appropriate setting for interviews since social distance was 

recommended due to COVID-19.  I audio and video recorded the interviews in Zoom, which 

gave me the opportunity to review and capture each participants facial expressions and the tone 

of the conversation.  I was fortunate to conduct in-depth qualitative interviews using the semi-

structured questions, allowing me to not only listen but engage in a conversation that permitted 

both participant and research to connect.  I was interested in knowing more about each 

participant’s experiences and views about the phenomenon.  My training as cognitive and 

restorative coach allowed me to listen for understanding and analyze responses.  As Maxwell 

(2013, p. 103) claims, “interviewing… can also be a valuable way of gaining a description of 

actions and events- often the only way, for events that took place in the past or for situations to 

which you can’t gain observational access.”  

Each interview was transcribed using the Zoom technology features, which allows 

recording and a full text transcription once the interview is finalized.  Throughout the interview, 

I took notes otherwise known as “memoing” (Miles and Huberman, 1994), which permitted me 

to write down key ideas, facial expressions, and/hesitancies, which I then asked participants to 

clarify, provide an example or extend their thinking.  Memoing was of great importance when 

analyzing the transcript since it gave me a more comprehensive picture of each participant.  

Data Analysis 

 The data analyses for this study were completed in five stages: 1) analysis; 2) color-

coding for units; 3) creating a matrix; 4) connective analysis; and 5) outline.  First, to analyze the 

data, I downloaded the zoom recorded transcript interviews and did a holistic read-through to get 
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a general sense of participant feedback.  I then cross checked the transcripts with the audio 

recording for analysis because “ideally, verbatim transcription of interviews provides the best 

database for analysis” (Merriam, 2009).  After reading and editing the transcripts for accuracy, I 

proceeded to interpret them beyond descriptive analysis and delved into extrapolating meaning 

from each of the participants responses, “to describe, compare and predict attitudes, opinions, 

values knowledge and behavior” (Fink, 1995, p. 21).  In the second stage, I used both deductive 

and inductive coding.  For the deductive coding, I had predefined sets of color codes which were 

race and gender.  I color coded race as yellow and gender as blue.  The inductive coding analysis 

consisted of color-coding emerging “units or segments of data that seem important or meaningful 

in some way” (p. Maxwell, 2013, p. 107).  For example, “political challenges” were coded using 

red and “no challenges” were coded as gray.  Identifying these units was based on specific 

responses and any new information.  During this process, I noted similarities and differences 

which represented general categories.  I highlighted the examples given by each participant that 

would then become a quote and validate my finding.  This step was very important since it kept 

the participant quotes organized.  For the third stage, I created a matrix to organize the color-

coded units into general categories, which were: organizational challenges, career mobility, 

effects to challenges, strategies/resources, Latina superintendent successes characteristics and 

accomplishments.  Each of these general categories consisted of substantive category, which 

“explicitly identify the content of the person’s statement or action” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 107), and 

also referred to as “emic” categories (Fetterman, 2008).  These substantive categories are often 

inductively generated through a close “open coding” of the data (Maxwell, 2013, p.108).  

Although the matrix at this stage was well organized, it was limited to just categories and 

narrative summaries.  I needed to connect the participant stories and provide context.  Thus, for 
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step four, I utilized “connecting analysis” to connect the categories and narrative summaries to 

further understand my research questions.  I finalized this step and compared the matrix and 

connecting analysis with my memoing notes to give the analysis more meaning and an in-depth 

interpretation.  Once the data analysis process of categorizing and contextualizing was 

completed, I outlined the matrix.  

The last stage of the data analysis was reviewing the data sources, which included the 

“memoing” notes, participant interviews, ADE website and both AASA Decennial Study (2010, 

2020).  I considered these data sources relevant because, “documents of all types can help the 

researcher uncover meaning, develop understanding, and discover insights relevant to the 

research problem (Merriam, p.163).  As a final step before conducting the data analysis, I spread 

out the documents and added my final thoughts not only to capture each participants’ response 

but to synthesize a complete story of the challenges, successes, characteristics and 

strategies/resources used by the participant to access to the superintendency. 

Trustworthiness 

 Throughout the data analysis, I considered my own bias in interviewing aspiring, 

practicing and retired superintendents and how my own experiences and challenges as a Latina 

leader accessing the superintendency would lead to interpretation of participant responses.  

However, I did not dismiss “that successful interviewing requires that there be a considerable 

shared culture between the interviewer and the interviewee, not only should woman interview 

women, but women in the same position (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p.5).   

 Therefore, throughout the data collection and data analysis, I continued to evaluate my 

biases applying multiply strategies not so much to uncover the truth but to find multiple 

perspectives.  These strategies included, cross-checking data, developing a matrix, and using 
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memoing notes.  Cross-checking was continuous throughout the data analysis which included 

verifying the accuracy of the transcripts with the video and editing when needed.  In addition, the 

transcripts were emailed to each participant to verify accuracy, who were given the opportunity 

to respond.  The memoing notes used in conjunction with the matrix and connecting analysis 

added context and meaning and were central in “attaching significance to what was found, 

making sense of findings, offering explanations, drawing conclusions, extrapolating lessons, 

making inferences, considering meanings, and otherwise imposing order on an unruly but surely 

patterned world” (Patton, 2002, p. 480).  As an additional step, “bracketing” (Merriam 2019) was 

used to further validate the findings of each participant’s direct quotations.  Finally, an outline of 

the findings was given to my committee chair for approval.  The above methods provided a 

comprehensive data analysis of aspiring, practicing and retired superintendents in Arizona. 

Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of my research design as a qualitative method of 

inquiry.  A purposeful selection and description of participants was described along with the data 

collection and analysis strategies, which included recruiting participants and conducting 

interviews.  The data analysis was explained in detail, biases were disclosed and trustworthiness 

was established.  

The purpose of this study was to research the experiences of aspiring, practicing, and 

retired Latina superintendents in Arizona, where only 6% of superintendents were Latinas in 

2021 (ADE).  Their narratives provided an alternative perspective into superintendency 

ascendency with the expectation that these findings will assist Latina leaders in accessing the 

superintendency.  Most importantly it highlighted Latina leader’s challenges, success, 



 
 
 

  

 

62

strategies/resources, and characteristics which have gone unnoticed in superintendent history, 

educational leadership literature, and administrative preparation programs. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  FINDINGS 

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to describe the experiences of aspiring, practicing, and 

retired Latina superintendents in Arizona, where 91% of superintendents are White.  This is a 

sharp contrast to superintendents of color, compromising 13% Latinas/os, 4.5% Black, and 1.5% 

Native American.  Pacific Islanders and Asian Americans make up 1% of superintendents (ADE, 

2021). Moreover, in Arizona, 6% of Latina females and 7% of Latino males  hold the 

superintendency, compared to 61% of White males and 29% White females (ADE, 2021).  

Although there is a similar percentage of Latina and Latino superintendents, data suggests that 

there is gender inequity among Latinx superintendent pipeline positions, such as assistant 

principal, principal, and central leadership positions (assistant superintendent, department chair, 

directors, and supervisors).  The bar graph demonstrates a gender comparison of Latinx 

superindent pipeline positions in different districts in Arizona. (See Figure 1).  
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Figure 1 

 
Superintendent Pipeline Positions  

 

Note. Pseudonyms were used for the districts. Some data from other districts in Arizona where 
used to protect participant privacy. Data was from Arizona Department of Education   

 

Moreover, in US history, the superintendency has been occupied by White males, as the 

findings from the 2010 and 2020  American Association of School Administration (AASA) of 

the American School Superintendent Decennial study reported.  A gender breakdown of the 2010 

study reported 24.1% of females occupied the superintendency in comparison to 75.9% of males. 

The 2020 study reported that 26.7% of superintendents were females compared to 72.9% of 

males, an increase of 2.5% of female superintendents since the 2010 study.  Although, the 

increase seemed small, the percentage of female superintendents doubled in ten years (AASA, 

2020, p. 20).  

For the first time, the 2020 AASA study identified superintendent females’ racial/ethnicity 

category and reported it as other than Caucasian.  The study referred to this category as women 

of color and it compromised 13.3% of superintendents (p. 20).  This percentage reflects 
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racial/ethnicity identities other than Latina/Hispanic.  Although the 2020 study aggregates all 

non-white female identities as women of color, this figure demonstrates how, even as a 

combined group, the percentage women of color superintendents is far less than the 68.14 % of 

White male superintendents nationwide (Tienken, 2021).   The disparity between male and 

female superintendency is still concerning especially considering that 75% of kindergarten 

through 12th grade teachers are women (McCollough, 2019) and a potential administrative hiring 

source.   

This inequitable context in the demographic landscape of the superintendency is the 

impetus of my study.  Drawing on Critical Race Theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-

Billing & Tate, 1995) and LatCrit (Arriola, 1997, 1998; Johnson, 1999; Montoya,1994; 

Stefancic, 1998) as a framework, this qualitative study researched the experiences of 10 aspiring, 

practicing, and retired Latina superintendents in Arizona. The research aimed to answer the 

following research questions:   

1. What kind of challenges do Latina superintendents experience? 

2. How are Latina superintendent challenges related to career mobility? 

3. What characteristics do successful Latina superintendent possess? 

The study findings noted that Latina leaders faced organizational challenges related to 

their ethnicity, gender, and political intersectional identities as women of color.  The majority of 

Latina leaders discussed how the challenges affected their career mobility, causing internal and 

external effects.  The internal effects were identified as being emotionally taxed, and trauma.  

The external effects included having to overprepare for interviews and seeking counseling.  In 

chapter five, I continue to discuss my findings and narrate Latina leader counter-stories and 

discuss how Latina leaders used strategies and available resources, such as, mindful or physical 
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practices.  I also highlight the findings for the three participants that stated that they did not 

experience ethnicity-related challenges and that their ascendency to the superintendency was not 

impacted.  I conclude chapter five by discussing Latina leader successful characteristics and 

accomplishments.   

Organizational Challenges 

 The findings showed that the organizational structure of the patriarchal hegemonic 

hierarchy within school leadership presented challenges to Latina leaders because of their 

intersectional identity as women of color.  The participants in the study identified as women of 

color—Latina, Chicana, and/or Mexicana. Their challenges were related to their ethnicity, and 

gender, in addition to the political context, and lack of support systems.  Below I discuss each of 

these four areas. However, I begin with an intersectional overview.  

Intersectionality  

 The superintendency has historically been a profession occupied by White males.  This 

patriarchal hegemonic structure has left a minimal space for Latina leaders.  Refugio addresses 

this issue and states that if leadership in a school district is not attending to women in leadership 

or given the credit that they deserve, then they are not attending to social justice issues.  She 

states that the default is the male when it comes to promoting or appointing someone to a 

leadership position: 

If you are not attending to women within that space [administrative position].  You are 

not attending to social justice issues.  It's just like, you can be a feminist, and not attend to 

women of color.  It doesn't exist in that space and a lot of times those spaces function like 

that, where women are not given credit.  The default is the male and so even in that space 
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of social justice and leadership, if you're not explicitly attending to that, if it's not in the 

curriculum then [leadership] not doing their job.  

Refugio also provided an example of how the feminist movement did not attend to the needs of 

women of color.  Refugio’s insight is validated by the dearth of representation of women of 

color, accounting for only 6% of Latina superintendents in Arizona.  

Within this unjust context, Latina leaders often face intersectional stereotypes. The 

stereotypes described were assumptions made regarding their administration role.  Fortunata, an 

aspiring superintendent and current assistant principal, stated how the oppression of women of 

color still weighs heavily on her and is a constant reminder in her capacity at her school site.  She 

feels like she always has to justify her position.  Fortunata describes students’ astonishment 

when she presents herself as the assistant principal.  Fortunata feels that she is viewed more as a 

monitor than an administrator.  She retells a specific incident in regards to a White student when 

she tried to redirect him and he not only defied her but responded in a belittling tone, saying, “‘I 

don’t have to listen to you! Who are you?’ [He was] looking at me, you know, as a female of 

color, as if I had no authority, as if I wasn't someone in a role or capacity of leadership.”  The 

interaction with this student and disrespect towards Fortunata clearly shows how she deals with 

stereotypes related to women of color.  A similar example was provided by Lourdez. When she 

introduces herself as superintendent, she often picks up on a tone of disbelief: “Sometimes 

people may be like, ‘You’re the superintendent?’  So, it’s that tone and the way they say it, that 

it’s clear that they don’t think that you can be the superintendent.”  Fortunata’s and Lourdez’s 

experiences are prime examples of how women of color have historically been affected by 

stereotypes and viewed in a negative lens despite the fact that many Latina leaders have been in 

successful leadership roles.  Crenshaw (1991) refers to how societal expectations for minority 
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women are internalized as “cultural imagery” (p. 1282), which results in a negative perception of 

Latina leaders, especially evident in racial and ethnic oppression.  

 Due to these intersectional stereotypes, the Latina leaders have to prove their leadership 

qualifications or skills.  For example, Refugio stated that she always introduces herself in a 

specific way because of how district leaders might view her:   

You qualifying yourself.  They [administration/district leaders] look at you like, “Oh, 

look at that woman, she doesn’t know anything.  She’s Mexican, she’s Latina, she 

doesn’t dress right,” for whatever reason, unless you go up to them to let them know who 

you are. 

Refugio’s statement demonstrates how she is aware of Latina stereotypes and how she has to 

introduce herself so that her qualifications and skills are acknowledged by district leadership. 

Refugio also gave an example of an incident where she was “othered” [as a Mexican Woman] 

and had to prove herself to one of her administrators.  She described a situation where parents 

praised her student’s projects.  She did not advertise or promote her work, because she knows 

she is a good teacher, but waited for her supervisor to come to her and acknowledge her work.  

Refugio’s example demonstrated how she is confident of her professional skills and did not need 

her supervisor to validate her work.  Fortunata also spoke to the matter of qualifying herself and 

stated that when she addressed an audience or someone, she always introduces herself with her 

educational doctoral credentials: 

So, I'll introduce myself as Dr. [participant’s last name] because they think that kind of 

automatically gives me a little bit more, you know authenticity or legitimatization if you 

will. But I think if I didn't have that, it might, be a little bit of a different story.  
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Fortunata and Refugio’s excerpts delineate how Latina leaders have to “qualify” or prove 

themselves despite having advanced degrees.  As a result of this stereotype, Latina leaders have 

to work twice, or three times as hard than their male counterparts.  Fortunata referrers to this 

intersectional challenge of being a female Chicana as “double minority” and states that although 

she has the experience of being in the classroom, proven results and different roles to implement 

transformative changes, she’s had to work harder, “work double” to earn recognition.  “I have to 

work harder.  I have to work double to be able to earn the recognition.  I suppose that like a 

White woman or a male would get it, if that makes any sense in terms of challenges.”  

Fortunata’s quote validates how she has had to “work double” to be recognized as a leader.  

  Like Fortunata, Marianela, a retired superintendent, stated that she had to work three 

times as hard as a superintendent.  She mentioned that as a Latina superintendent you first have 

to prove yourself.  Then, as a female, you have to prove yourself to the White male.  In addition, 

as a Latina, you had to prove yourself to Latinos: 

The sad, sad part again is being Latina and being a superintendent, you have to work 

three times as hard.  So, you have to prove yourself, of course to the White male as a 

female.  And then you have to prove yourself as a Latina, not only to the White male but 

to the Latino as well. 

Marianela discussed how as a superintendent she had to work three times to prove herself not 

only to herself but to others.  These descriptions of “work double” and “work three times” as 

hard are examples of how Latina leaders have to take on extra work to prove that they have the 

qualifications and skills and are worthy and respected in their leadership position. 



 
 
 

  

 

70

Additionally, Latina leaders had to prove themselves by reaffirming their roles as 

superintendents.  Eloisa and Lourdez illustrate this finding.  Eloisa, a retired superintendent, 

stated that on a daily basis she felt she had to prove herself: 

I think the only thing that I would say in my superintendency, was the fact that I felt like I 

had to prove myself over and over again.  I would tell my closest colleagues every day at 

the end of the day we would get together and I would tell them.  I feel like I've climbed 

the ladder, and hit the bell at the top, but then got shot down, and all the rungs of the 

ladder have just completely fallen off and I've fallen down to the bottom and I have to get 

back up every day. 

Although Eloisa had been an experienced superintendent and had served in a different  

district, she dealt with internal challenges of having to prove herself daily.  Like Eloisa, Lourdez, 

also expressed how sometimes she has had to pep talk herself.  “Sometimes I am tested or 

squashed.  So yes, so it does take that uplifting and like, ‘Oh no, I can't.  No, I can't, I can do 

this’ and I have to show them [her staff/faculty] and it's painful.”  Lourdez stated how 

reaffirming her position as superintendent can be challenging.  

Ethnicity  

 Now that I have provided an overview of the intersectional challenges that the 

participants faced, I delve into the area of ethnicity.  The findings revealed that Latina leaders 

faced ethnicity-related challenges based on assumptions, which led to them being undermined.  

For instance, Catalina, an aspiring superintendent, shared an example of being undermined when 

she was a principal and supervised a White female.  Catalina believed that it was racism because 

she, a Chicana brown woman, supervised a White woman.  Catalina explains: 
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I'm a Chicana woman above her, and she's a White woman.  I think that's part of it too.  I 

think there was some racism straight up.  I think there was racism.  She was a White 

female thinking, "How could this woman be telling me what to do?”  That kind of thing 

or these people.  

Catalina also states that this incident of being undermined wouldn’t have occurred if she hadn’t 

been Chicana:  

If I had been a White male, I think there never would have been that kind of problem.  

She would have seen it as a natural order of things, maybe even if it had been a White 

female, because I was a brown female, I think that was part of the problem for her. 

Catalina’s experience with a White woman exemplifies how Latinas in leadership roles can be 

undermined and have additional challenges because of their ethnicity and identify as Chicanas.  

Another ethnicity-related challenge is related to language bias.  As Catalina reported, the 

same White woman who undermined her authority also had a problem with students and faculty 

speaking Spanish.  “Students would share with teachers that they heard her talking about our 

school.  And again, those people over there speaking Spanish, that was a problem [to her].”  

Catalina’s experiences highlight how speaking Spanish continuous to be seen as a deficit and not 

an asset in the state of Arizona. 

Like Catalina, Jacinta shared another ethnicity challenge regarding language 

assumptions.  Jacinta stated that although she does not speak Spanish, many people make the 

assumption she speaks it because she is Latina.  “So, one of the challenges that I've had, not only 

in a superintendent position but in a leadership position, is that I've gotten far in my career 

because you speak Spanish, or you got the position because you're Latina.” The superintendency 

is one of the most difficult positions to be appointed to and with tremendous responsibility, and 
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yet Jacinta’s example reinforces ethnicity challenges related to assumptions and speaking 

Spanish.  These assumptions discredit Latina leaders’ accomplishments, hard work, and 

dedication.   

 Lourdez, like Jacinta, also retells how people make assumptions about her based on how 

she speaks English.  One incident occurred on a college campus when one of her professors told 

her that there was no place for her in schools, “I had a professor at [a university] who wrote an 

evaluation form in a class that I had a 97%.  She said, ‘I doubt that you'll be able to step into a 

classroom because you speak with an accent, and one of your classmates agrees with me.’”  

Later, when interviewing for an administrator position, one of the interviewers was similarly 

discriminatory. “I went to the [Name] Unified School District to the interview, and a principal in 

front of a panel of teachers told me in that interview that they did not need people like me in his 

district.”  Lourdez’s examples demonstrate how people make assumptions about a person’s 

ability or character based on speaking English with an accent.  On a positive note, Lourdez 

addressed her concerns to her professor.  The professor apologized and stated she would not 

repeat the incident with another student. Moreover, the interview incident also had a positive 

outcome when Lourdez was asked three years ago to serve as that district’s superintendent, 

“Ironically, about three years ago they were calling me, recruiting me, to be the next 

superintendent.”  Both Jacinta and Lourdez’s experiences highlight how Latina leaders face 

ethnicity challenges based on assumptions about their career path and even in their current 

positions as superintendents. 

In contrast to the Latina leaders that shared their ethnicity challenges, three of the 

participants stated that they did not face ethnicity-related challenges.  However, they did mention 

that they were aware of ethnic discrimination.  A similarity among these successful 
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superintendents was that they relocated to assume the “next position.”   For instance, Eloisa 

stated that she did not face ethnicity challenges in her career as superintendent. Eloisa served in 

two districts where student demographics was compromised of minority students.  The first 

district was majority Hispanic and the second district was an all-Native American population.  

Therefore, Eloisa did not feel that there were any racial challenges.  She mentioned that perhaps 

the only challenge was that she was Latina and did not represent the Native American 

population:  

I'm trying to dig in my brain how, if I have been in unique situations where the districts 

that I served minorities.  So, in [district #1] well you know it was almost 100%, Hispanic, 

so I never had any challenges in [district #1]. They were about 70% Hispanic and 30% 

White, so I don't ever recall any challenges.  Regarding race, and then I guess the only 

race challenge I had was the fact that I was Latina, and I wasn't Native in [district #2]. 

Eloisa felt that there were no challenges regarding ethnicity because she worked in two school 

districts with majority minority populations and admitted that perhaps there might have been 

some race/ethnicity challenge regarded district # 2 because she was not native.  

 Socorro, like Eloisa, expressed that she did not experience ethnicity challenges and 

dismissed any racial comments, in her career, especially when she was a teacher:   

No, I can't say that I have [gender challenge], or ethnicity.  Sometimes, um, you know, 

when I was teaching there were some comments made like, Oh that's because you're 

Latina.  I've always taken all of that with a grain of salt, I can tell you I don't pay a whole 

lot of attention, and I don't put a lot of focus on that.  

Socorro emphasized that although there were comments about her being Latina, she did not 

experience challenges to race/ethnicity because she did not pay attention to it.  She did, however 
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mentione that there is preferential hiring because of the people’s names that appear on a list and 

that this perhaps is indirect and not intentional:    

Because there was a slate of names, and that there was maybe, I don't want to say 

preferential treatment, but there is.  There's a sense of comfort with those you know. So, 

it may have been like, well, it's easier to choose Mary Elizabeth and Beth, than [Socorro]. 

And maybe not even intentional.  But, you know, I think a lot of times it happens that 

way.  

 Socorro considered that perhaps names that have an English origin could influence preferential 

hiring and can become an ethnicity challenge but that it is not necessarily intentional.   

 Milagros is aware of her Latina roots but she did not consider ethnicity a challenge 

because she dismissed it: 

So, in general, challenges for myself.  Personally, I think, not to have that filter that it was 

a problem [race/ethnicity].  So, I pretty much I ignored it. I don't think other people 

ignored it.  But I just in a sense of, I'm aware of what my roots are and this should be 

relevant to be a hindrance. 

Milagros made it clear that although she was aware of her Latina roots, ethnicity did not pose a 

challenge to her career mobility because she did not pay attention to it.   

Gender  

 The data also showed how Latina leaders faced gender challenges specific to being a 

female.  These gender challenges consisted of sexual harassment, male privilege and dominance, 

with some challenges coming from Latino males.  For instance, Latina leaders discussed sexual 

harassment incidents in a predominantly male profession and how male administrators would not 
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have to encountered them.  Two of the participants shared how certain situations made them feel 

uncomfortable.  Jacinta tells of a situation when she was a teacher: 

Not as superintendent, when I taught, yes. I did have a couple of situations. And I think 

this probably goes for many young female educators when they're starting their 

education, they just need to be very careful because I just recall a couple of situations 

where I was made to feel uncomfortable. 

Jacinta did not describe specific details of the incidents where she was made to feel 

uncomfortable as a teacher, but Lourdez provided more detail in a situation where she 

encountered uncomfortable moments.  The incident took place at a networking event: 

There was a vendor who tried to get fresh with me.  He was trying to place his hand on 

my lower back.  I literally like ran out of the presence of this individual. I think I don't 

know that he would have been the same way with a man. Highly unprofessional and 

inappropriate. 

Lourdez, described how she faced sexual harassment as a female superintendent and admits that 

it would have been highly unlikely if she had been a male.  

 Jacinta and Lourdez, both successful superintendents, are accomplished and confident 

superintendents. However, their brief disclosure of their gender challenge in the form of sexual 

harassment is noteworthy.   

Another gender related challenge in the superintendency was the male privilege and 

dominance.  Several aspiring, practicing, and retired superintendents referred to it as the “Good 

Ol’ Boy” system.  Fortunata claims that the challenges she has faced in her trajectory as a Latina 

leader seeking the superintendency has been the male privileges in the educational system and 

how males are able to implement initiatives with ease, “The fact that I am a woman.  That is a 
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challenge because I think males, come with their male privilege in these leadership roles and 

they're able to execute initiatives and implementation.”  Fortunata has had many challenges in 

her career path, the male privilege of implementing initiatives is one of them, despite the fact that 

she consults on critical pedagogical practices nation-wide.   

Like Fortunata, Esperanza, an aspiring superintendent, also noted the male privilege in 

administration when she started to pursue leadership positions in her district.  She observed how 

the number of males outnumbered female administrators and the majority of female teachers: 

Not until you start thinking about administration positions, it’s when you see that there's 

differences.  You know, the male gender, it outweighs the female administrative staff.  I 

mean, compared to the population of teacher.  Definitely administration has a larger 

population of males in that field.   

Esperanza’s observation of the male dominance in administration compared to the large number 

of female teachers resonates with McCollough (2019) findings in which the author identified that 

75% of females make up the teaching profession and the sexualization of labor. 

Moreover, Esperanza stated that Latinas have historically been denied leadership roles 

and adds that gender stereotypes have discouraged Latinas from accessing the superintendency: 

I'd say, being given the opportunity to move into that position.  A lot of times, I think that 

we're overlooked historically.  Going back to perception of how we are as a females and 

race, like what Latinas are or what Latinas aren’t?  Yeah, just that perception and then 

once we're perceived as being one thing, we can do this but, ‘Oh no you can't be that. 

Yeah, stereotypes. I would say that.” [Esperanza continues providing Latina stereotypes] 

If we assert ourselves.  We're just too, ‘Oh, that's she's a spicy Latina, like.  Again, if 

we're not assertive enough, if we're not as vocal then we're just, you know, submissive. 
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So, it's difficult I think we really have to take on the role [stereotypes], if we take on 

those [leadership] roles.   

Esperanza retells how traditional male leadership characteristics have historically engrained 

Latina leader gender stereotypes and categorized Latinas into an ambiguous dichotomous 

perception, “once we're perceived as being one thing, we can do this but, ‘Oh no you can't be 

that.”   

Moreover, Jacinta refers to male privilege in the superintendency as gender imbalance 

and states that the male dominance may come from how females are perceived as leaders.  “Oh 

yeah, there is definitely gender imbalance in the number of superintendents in our state.”  Jacinta 

further retold of the time when she was appointed superintendent and was cautioned of the male 

privileges by one of the candidates:  

One of the individuals who had also interviewed for the role was also female. And she 

told me you know you're going to have a hard time being a leader, and being the 

superintendent in this district because of your gender, because when males are strong, 

they are perceived as good adequate leaders, but when females are strong, they're 

perceived as, and this was her language, bitches.   

Jacinta’s statements clearly illustrated how females are portrayed in a negative stance in a 

position historically dominated by males.  She further discussed her awareness of the male 

imbalance in superintendent meetings:   

Yeah, that's definitely one of the challenges, being female in a mostly male category of 

leadership.  You know, you go to the superintendent meetings that you have through 

ASAP, or whatever, and if there's a lot of men and yet they kind of have their little 
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groups and stuff and it didn't occur to me until I had brought one of my directors that 

pointed it out. 

Jacinta is well aware of the gender challenges in the superintendency and how it priveleges 

males.  She encountered them at the start of her superintendency and continued in her career.  

Jacinta also believes that the male imbalance comes from the perception that females are not 

capable of being a leader. “I think that I've had a lot of that, [gender challenges] but just the 

perception that people have about females sometimes can stand in the way.”  Jacinta’s statement 

reinforced how gender challenges have misinformed female perceptions.  

 Furthermore, Marianela, a retired superintendent, also recalls being in a similar gender 

imbalance situation as Jacinta.  This incident occurred in her first year as superintendent in a 

meeting where she was the only Latina leader:   

And I remember going to a meeting, and it was predominantly White males, and there 

were two White female superintendents, and I was the only woman of color that was in 

the room.  And it was so evident, the White males were sitting, it was supposed to be like 

a horseshoe type setting, White males were sitting on one side of the horseshoe.  The 

White females were on the opposite side and here I was right in the middle.  Because the 

men would try and up talk the other two females.  And even though the other two females 

had far more experience, I didn't see them as competent to take on these male 

superintendents, which infuriated me.    

As Marianela stated, she was “infuriated” by the male imbalance and how their propositions 

dominated the meeting.  She also noted that when she started her career as superintendent, there 

were less Latina superintendents in Arizona and therefore superintendent meetings were 

dominated by White males and females.  Marianela also used this excerpt to give advice.  She 
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stated that she went back and researched the issue, that was discussed in the meeting, to 

demonstrated she was competent and to stand up for her district because if she went along with 

the majority, the outcome would have negatively impacted the district: 

And yet, it could be detrimental to my district if I don't stand up and say something. 

Right, So, then I had to get educated on what are the issues at hand? What are we talking 

about? How are we spending the money? those types of things, so that I could 

 say, here’s what [district] this is what we would like to have happen. And we're willing 

to negotiate on this, but we will not be a party to this other thing, whatever it might be. 

So, I had to go in, always prepared, sad to say, because you had to be on top of your 

game, so that you didn't get sucked under. 

Marianela explained how the superintendency privileges males but regardless of the challenge, 

she did what was right for her district and also gave advise on how successful superintendents 

need to come prepared to meetings.   

The historic male dominance in the superintendency and its perpetuation of male values 

and characteristics has resulted in the “Good Ol’ Boys” system.  Several participants discussed 

their experiences.  Marianela referred to the experience when she was appointed superintendent, 

and being one of the few Latina superintendents in the midst of males who felt empowered by 

their position to make a decisions and disregard other voices, “I think, it’s that good old boy 

syndrome, whether they believe it or not, it’s the males, if they say they are going to agree with it 

[the decision].”  Marianela’s statement highlights how male attitudes and values are rooted in the 

superintendency.   

Another “Good Ol’ Boy” example was provided by Esperanza, who has pursued an 

assistant principal or principal position and has been overlooked by her district despite taking 
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leadership trainings and being visible.  Esperanza admits that there has been a wider acceptance 

of women in leadership but that the “Good Ol’ Boy” system exists to this day, “I think it's 

changing slightly, but I think there's still that a lot of ‘Good Ol’ Boy’ there.”  Esperanza has 

faced “Good Ol’ Boy challenges in her career path in accessing the superintendency and it has 

been evident in her career mobility where she has not been appointed to an assistant principal or 

principal positions, a critical step in accessing the superintendency.  

Although Marianela’s experiences, as a retired superintendent, and Esperanza’s 

experience as an aspiring superintendent, have different timelines, they highlight how gender 

challenges are institutionalized and perpetuate “Good Ol’ Boy” systems which impact a Latina 

leader’s career mobility and remain a structural hindrance in accessing the superintendency.   

 Moreover, according to several participants, Latino males are also part of the Good Ol’ 

Boy system. Marianela retells how she was the only Latina leader superintendent when she 

started her career.  She recalls having a few Latino male colleagues but expressed how they tried 

to fit in with the White male superintendents and forgot about who they represented: 

And I felt as though... Again, we didn't have women of color in those superintendent 

positions. We had some men.  But I was disenchanted with them as well because I think 

they were trying to fit into the role with the White male, that they forgot who they're 

really representing and who they are [Latino men].  And it was just disheartening because 

they would just blow them off [White males] and just say, ‘oh, don't pay attention to that. 

It's a problem of what our male superintendents, who are White, have done to women of 

color.  And I feel bad because I don't think the men of color, who are superintendents, 

have done enough to make it a better work environment for women of color. 
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Marianela’s statement is an example of how the superintendency has traditionally been a male 

profession, which includes Latino males.  She also exemplifies how women of color 

superintendent and/or administrators are often disregarded by Latino males.  

Like Marianela, Refugio also discussed how some Latino males in power have excluded 

Latina leaders from entering leadership spaces and have held Latinas back from accessing the 

superintendency.  She disapproves of the male camaraderie and stated that the superintendent has 

allowed it: 

I would say the people that I do not approve of, are Latino males in positions of power.  

Why is that? because they've created a boy’s club.  And you could clearly see it, and if 

they're allowed to do that, that means the superintendent has allowed it.  So, the 

camaraderie, that is unprofessional.  From their perspective, it's not. 

Refugio affirmed that the district’s male hierarchy, which she refers to as the Latino Boy’s Club, 

has prevented Latinas from accessing the superintendency.  She clearly stated that this privileged 

group exists because the superintendent has permitted it.   

Furthermore, Refugio also stated that the Latino Boy’s Club in her district has given little 

opportunity for women of color to advance in leadership.  Refugio noted that although the 

district offers leadership trainings, they are more of a, “gotcha” situation because the district 

already knows who they are going to place, “unlike the other training [outside the district], that 

[district training] was a gotcha moment.”  Refugio continued to state how her career has not 

advanced in the district because of the male dominance:   

I haven't yet got myself in a position as an administrator because there you are dealing 

with a majority of males.  I do feel that in the district that I would not be hired, that me 
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not getting that job [different position] kind of told me that.  I don't feel that if I advance 

in my career, it would not be with the district I work with. 

Refugio’s experience on how she has not been promoted to a leadership position when  

she was denied the job, exemplified the male privilege and the gender challenges she has faced 

in her career mobility. 

Like Refugio, Catalina also affirmed that her district (where the majority of students are 

students of color, predominantly Hispanic) practices preferential hiring of males and that the 

district has not done enough to promote Latinas into leadership positions: 

These are Latino men and women, primarily men, because of their higher ranks, making 

these choices [hiring males], which is disheartening.  I would have hoped that these 

Latino men [superintendents] would have their eyes wider open, that they wouldn't be 

gatekeepers and keeping their own people [Latinas] in subservient roles.   

Catalina’s statement identified the hiring of males from outside her district, and not promoting 

within, as a problem in a district where approximately 80% of students are minority.  She also 

observed that perhaps these Latino leaders may fear being criticized for hiring females but that in 

doing so they are doing a disservice to Spanish speaking communities:  

And it seems to me maybe, they're afraid of somebody saying, well wait a minute, you're 

hiring all these brown people. Well yeah, what do you think our district is the majority 

[Latino/brown].  This is the need, and I'm sorry, you're a great person but if you don't 

speak Spanish, or you're not bilingual, and you want to teach in [Hispanic] schools, well, 

I don't know that you're the right fit.  Let's be honest, if you can’t communicate clearly, 

effectively and in that moment, with the people, that you are leading. 
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Catalina’s example demonstrated how the superintendency is an establish patriarchal hierarchy 

institution and offers minimal opportunities for Latina leaders to advance their careers as 

superintendents, even by Latino males.   

Political  

 The superintendency is not only a patriarchal hegemonic institution but it is a political 

organizational structure.  The findings revealed that Latina leaders faced political challenges 

because of their positionality as transformative leaders and their activism.  Their position pushes 

them to remain neutral.  Several of the participants referred to themselves as transformative 

leaders because they believe in the implementation of critical pedagogies and making education 

“more inclusive, socially just, and academically successful” (Shields, 2010, p. 560).  They 

believe that schools replicate a traditional curriculum that is not culturally representative of 

students of color.   

 Fortunata reflects on her experiences as transformative leader and the challenges she has 

endured.  Although she is a critical pedagogy advocate, she currently has had to take a neutral 

stance as assistant principal to be able to reach the superintendency, as opposed to other women 

of color that have taken the traditional path. “I haven't easily gone through those steps [assistant 

principal, principal, superintendency].  If, whereas, other women of color perhaps that take on a 

traditional approach and just kind of replicate what's been going on in education and don't strive 

to transform.”   Fortunata explains that she has been labeled as radical or that she disrupts the 

status quo because of her positionality as a transformative leader:   

They move on, you'll find those types of women of color in the superintendency positions 

early on.  As a woman of color, who looks to transform the system, who takes on that 

approach, I've not been able to move through this system towards a superintendent, as 
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easily because I'm always seen as a radical.  I'm always someone who's trying to disrupt 

the status quo.  

Fortunata’s example demonstrated how Latina leaders who are political activists remain  

neutral to access the superintendency because of their positionality as transformative leaders in 

education.  Refugio, like Fortunata, identified as a transformative leader and believes that her 

district’s leadership trainings are pools for recruiting people who replicate education and that its 

leadership is not genuinely interested in transforming education: 

They’re to me like betting grounds [leadership trainings] to see who they want, who 

they're looking at to be in a leadership position.  And if the people that give you those 

courses are not in the same values as you are, or if they're not critical, if their idea of 

schooling is not emancipatory, or really builds up our student population and they just 

want to do the same old same old, they're going to pick the people that are going to do the 

same old same.  

Refugio’s example emphasized how school districts are not really interested in transforming 

education but replicating a traditional curriculum that is not beneficial to students of color and is 

evident in their leadership selection because leaders (superintendents, central leadership) want to 

keep it safe and don’t want people who will speak about issues of inequitable.  Refugio feels that 

leaders are more inclined to talk about test scores than critical issues:  

If they just want to talk about test scores data by itself.  I think being a CRT advocate, 

and even though we don't teach CRT, but really talking about race makes people 

uncomfortable… If leaders aren’t really willing to go there, then that may be a reason 

why I don't get picked [administration positions].   
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Refugio’s statement indicated that because she identifies as a transformative leader, that perhaps 

that is the reason why she has not had the opportunity to move into a leadership position. 

Fortunata and Refugio excerpts indicated how they have been stigmatized and excluded  

from leadership positions because of their positionality as transformative leaders and have not 

reached the superintendency despite their qualifications, experiences, educational background 

and dedication.  

 Catalina, like Fortunata and Esperanza also identifies as a transformative leader and has 

faced political challenges as an activist.  Catalina mentioned how she has assisted in bridging the 

disparities between majority White administration and students of color, “To fight back against, 

okay, you don't want me then. So, I did what I could to bridge that gap, to say, we’re sisters and 

brothers, Tenenos mas en común que no (We have more in common than not).  As a 

transformative leader Catalina is bringing awareness of racial disparities in the educational 

system and how it is necessary to unite to be heard.   

Lack of Support Systems  

The findings also revealed that the lack of support systems, such as mentorship and 

sponsorship, are contributing factors preventing Latina leaders from accessing the 

superintendency and is due to the patriarchal hierarchy.  For instance, Jacinta suggested that 

there might be hesitancy in mentoring, sponsoring or superintendent selection because the people 

hiring might not look, sound or share similar experiences:  

When you don't see other people in the role that look like you, and sound like you that 

have similar experiences there might be some hesitancy.  There might be some hesitancy 

too, in the people who are mentoring, sponsoring or selecting the next superintendents 
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because they haven't seen people that look like you or sound like you or have similar 

experiences as you in that role.  So, I think both of those things could stand as a barrier.  

Jacinta explains that some challenges for Latinas not accessing the superintendency may depend 

on hesitancy from mentors and sponsors because they have limited experience interacting with 

people that look and sound different than themselves.  Tyrne (1971) and Kanter (1977) refers to 

this subconscious bias as “similarity theory” and Magretta’s (1997) term is “comfort syndrome.”   

 Milagros also stressed the importance of mentorship and establishing a network among 

Latinas and supporting and promoting aspiring superintendents’ growth.  She believes that it is 

the responsibility of experienced superintendents to provide assistance and noted that someone 

helped them along the way: 

I guess, talk to aspiring Latinas about, if I could do it you can do it.  This is why it’s 

important to have them come to meetings, have that mentorship that network.  I think it's 

a responsibility for sitting superintendents or assistant superintendents, high level Latinas 

in those positions to reach the hand back and pick up your other lady leaders and help 

them along.  I mean you didn't get there only by yourself either so somebody encouraging 

you. I mean obviously, I was tapped on the shoulder.   

Milagros is clear about how mentorship and networking is important in supporting Latina  

leaders in continuing to pursue the superintendency and lays the responsibility on acting 

superintendents to provide support for the next generation.  Additionally, Milagros, also 

mentioned utilizing pep talks to encourage aspiring leaders. For example:  

I had a lot of convincing too, you can do this.  Look at how you've already done this.  

You've already got these other things taken care of.  Get support in areas that you have 

some gap in terms of understanding. 
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Milagros provided examples of how positive speech can also be a form of mentorship.  

  Marianela, like Milagros, also agreed that it is important for practicing Latina 

superintendents to help aspiring superintendents navigate through administrative steps because as 

a female, Latinas have to prove themselves to White females, and prove themselves as a Latina 

to White males and Latinos.  She also warned about how positions of power inflate Latinos/ 

Latinas’ ego: 

So, you have to prove yourself, of course to the White male as a female.  And then you 

have to prove yourself as a Latina, not only to the White male but to the Latino as well.  

And so, in doing that, I think that unless more Latinas step up and take others under their 

wing and guide them, but they have to be willing to be guided because some of them get 

in the position and the power goes right to their little fat head. 

Marianela stated that what prevents Latinas from accessing the superintendency is having  

to prove themselves to White females and males and also to Latinos as well.  She stressed the 

importance of experienced superintendents reaching out and supporting and guiding aspiring 

superintendents.   

Career Mobility 

 The above organizational challenges demonstrate how the patriarchal hegemonic 

hierarchy within K-12 administration presentes challenges to Latina leaders, and limites their 

career mobility.  These limitations were identified as institutional stereotypes of women in 

leadership, their positionality as transformative leaders and the lack of opportunity to occupy a 

leadership space.  Fortunata, Refugio, Esperanza and Catalina identify as transformative leaders 

and shared their perspective on Latina’s career mobility.  Fortunata, Refugio, and Esperanza 

retold how their career mobility and their pursuit of leadership positions have been hindered 
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because of their positionality as transformative leaders.  Catalina observed how the patriarchal 

structure has created obstacles for Latinas seeking the superintendency.  Out of the four 

participants, Fortunata has been the only one who currently holds an administrative position.  

Refugio and Esperanza have applied for administrative positions but have not had the 

opportunity to serve as assistant principal and/or principal, a critical step in advancing towards 

the superintendency.  Catalina has been assistant principal and principal outside the public school 

system and is pursuing other educational interests.  At the time of the interview, Refugio shared 

that she no longer wishes to pursue the superintendency.  Sadly, a statement that is often too 

common by Latina leaders who have faced many challenges.     

As a result of institutional stereotypes, Latina leaders’ career mobility has often been 

immobilized.  Fortunata discussed many of the setbacks she has had to overcome to pursue the 

superintendency and stated that she has faced discrimination most of her life:  

You know that's been a lifelong thing as a person of color, I've always experienced 

discrimination, particularly with European Americans.  You know people not seeing me 

or recognizing my leadership, because that is not typical for women of color to take on 

these leadership roles.   

Fortuna is a transformative leader who is a critical observer about how the patriarchal  

hegemonic structure in education has kept Latina leaders, like herself, from reaching the 

superintendency and has affected her career mobility.  

 Refugio also reflected about inequality in the patriarchal educational structure and how 

she has not been appointed to an administrative position.  She pointed out the differences of 

male/female imbalance in leadership and how the vast majority of females are teachers: 
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Because our profession as teachers [females], okay because I haven't yet gotten a position 

as an administrator because you’re dealing with a majority of males.  I mean that in itself 

is dealing with it [inequity].  Because how do you have a profession where 80% of the 

people are women.  And then, the people who are in positions of power over these 

teachers are mainly male. That, that alone, tells you there's inequality.   

Refugio’s career mobility has been impacted by the patriarchal structures in education that  

favors males in leadership position.  Refugio, a qualified and certified administrator has 

dedicated her career in serving students yet she has not been given the opportunity to serve in an 

administration position.  Refugio also noted the disparity of male administrators to the high 

percentage of female teachers, an imbalance of organizational structure, which has not changed 

much since he Common School Era of the late 1800 (McCollough, 2019).     

 Like Fortunata and Refugio, Esperanza’s career mobility has also been impacted by the 

patriarchal structure in education.  She believes that institutional stereotypes and the perceptions 

of women as leaders has prevented her from accessing the superintendency.  Esperanza provided 

an example of a stereotype specific to her personality:  

I think, though, just the way I am. My behavior, the way I am with people.  It’s my 

personality that I think sometimes they don't take me seriously.  So, I think sometimes 

they might see me and they could be, maybe you know she's, cute and bubbly.  She's 

bright and intelligent.  But is that sometimes not to place you in a position?  Is it 

sometimes maybe, that they want someone serious for the role? 

Esperanza’s statement resonated with Tallerico’s (2000) research findings and how managerial 

and militaristic male characteristics are valued over female characteristics of being more 

collaborative and approachable.  Esperanza highlighted how institutional stereotypes and 
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perceptions might be affecting her career mobility.  She discussed how her former site 

supervisor, now a central leader with the authority to appoint people to administration positions, 

knows her and the quality of her work. “That's how he [former supervisor] knows me as being a 

younger teacher in the classroom full of energy, fun, trying to get the kids to learn.”  Esperanza 

fears that perhaps her former supervisor still regards her as someone not having the 

characteristics and qualities necessary to assume a leadership position.  Esperanza’s excerpt 

demonstrated how institutional stereotypes affect Latina leaders’ career mobility and access to 

the superintendency.  

Other forms of institutional stereotypes that impact Latina leaders’ career mobility are 

cronyism, ageism and sexism.  For instance, Catalina discussed that within the patriarchal 

hierarchy there are invisible structures of cronyism that hinder Latina leaders’ career mobility:  

I think that cronyism is still very much in place.  I think that a lot of times Whites being 

selected over some of our very qualified Latinas.  And looking at demographics, if the 

structure of the school board or the powers that be the hiring committees, have a bias, 

then they see a White woman they're going to pass.  I mean if they choose a White 

woman over a Latina, because of biases because this Latina saying, I believe in using 

cultural knowledge as a place to begin with our kids.  People are against that 

philosophically, then they're going to choose White people and feel very comfortable 

with that decision.  Even though, at the end of the day, that’s not what's going to be good 

for our kids. 

Catalina posits that cronyism is a factor preventing Latina leaders from accessing the 

superintendency and that the hiring committee might feel more comfortable employing a White 

women or a candidate whose pedagogical philosophy is not culturally relevant. 
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Catalina further discussed ageism and sexism stereotypes that have affected Latina 

leaders from accessing the superintendency despite the person’s qualifications and experiences in 

education. She sees it as a disservice, especially in a district where the majority of students are 

students of color:  

I think that ageism and sexism are very real things that are happening to Chicanas in 

particular, even in the district.  I've seen friends, very qualified friends.  Great leaders, 

just anecdotally talking to people, it's like, wait a minute, how are these great people 

being passed over? It seems to me that ageism is a real thing, you know, just as though 

it's a deficit.   I think school districts don't value Chicanas, Latinas, Mexican American, 

whatever we choose a call ourselves, our life experience or contributions to schools.  I 

think it's downplayed, and then that ties into sexism.  Well, you know, they’re women, 

they’re teachers, women teachers do those things, that kind of attitude.  Because, time 

and again, I've seen peep seasoned Chicana, Latina leaders who are passed over by 

people who don't represent the students who are being served… language wise, or even 

experience wise and I don't understand it. 

Catalina’s statement, exemplified how Latina leaders are often overlooked because of  

their age, instead of valuing their experience and cultural background, resulting in sexism. 

Catalina further reiterates that in her district, qualified Latina leader applicants are overlooked by 

younger applicants. “They are women who are in their 40s, or 50s, being passed over by younger 

people or people, in some instances who are at schools and these leaders don't speak Spanish, 

and the community needs Spanish to be spoken.” Catalina made it clear how she has witnessed 

ageism and sexist when older more experienced, Spanish speaking leaders are overlooked in her 

district.    
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Esperanza, like Catalina agreed that ageism institutional stereotypes have impacted 

Latina leaders career mobility.  Esperanza expressed, “They’re just looking for you to be a 

certain age.  Like, oh, yeah, she's not ready yet but she will be when she matures or when she's in 

this long.”  Regardless of whether a Latina leader is younger or older, there is always a loop hole 

that has prevented Latinas from accessing the superintendency.   

Positionality as Transformative Leaders   

The patriarchal educational structure has also affected Latina leader’s career mobility due 

to their positionality as transformative leaders.  Latina leaders like Refugio, Fortunata and 

Esperanza discussed how their positionality as transformative leaders has stalled their access to 

the superintendency.  Refugio, as mentioned previously, is no longer interested in pursuing the 

superintendency despite the fact that she has taken leadership trainings withing and outside the 

district.  However, she shared her experiences and challenges as transformative leader.   

Refugio believes that her CRT advocacy (although it is not taught) has kept her from being 

appointed to an administrative position.  She currently applied for a different position but it was 

given to another person.  Refugio concluded that this experience demonstrated how she will not 

advance in her career mobility: 

 If you're not willing to look at education, look at the structures of schooling and you're 

not willing to talk about it, then you're not really making a change, you're not being 

transformative.  And so that will shut people down when you talk about what is really the 

inequality, the teacher biases, or even how you go about talking about learning and 

education, and how you talk about children and their communities.  If leaders aren’t 

willing to go there, then that may be a reason why I don't get picked. 
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 Refugio’s experiences and stance as a transformative leader outlined how her career mobility 

has been affected to the point where she does not wish to pursue the superintendency.  

Like Refugio, Fortunata, a current assistant principal, claimed that she should be a 

superintendent by now but has faced repercussions because of her positionality as a 

transformative leader.  “I should have already been in, you know, couple of years of 

superintendency, but because of the repercussion of my positionality, equity, critical pedagogy, 

I've not been given that opportunity.”  Fortunata’s, career mobility and accessing the 

superintendency has had many challenges because of her lifelong experiences with 

discrimination and her positionality as transformative leader.   

Moreover, Fortunata emphasized that although her ideology and positionality as a 

transformative leader of critical systems is necessary in the district because schools continue to 

be dehumanizing institutions that do not prepare students for college, she does not overtly 

express these concerns because she has been blacklisted in the past.  “The school(s) lack critical 

systems to be able to provide our students with an education that truly prepares them for moving 

into higher institutions of education.”  Fortunata then stated how she has been blacklisted, “I 

mean, I was blacklisted if you will, and not provided with an opportunity to move into these 

positions of leadership.”  Fortunata’s stance as a transformative leader highlighted how 

experienced and well-educated Latinas do not openly disclose their ideology for fear of how it 

will impact their career mobility.  Although Fortunata’s superintendent ascendency has been 

slow, her leadership skills have not gone unnoticed and she currently holds a leadership position.  

Esperanza also described how her characteristics and experiences as a transformative 

leader have been disregarded.  She referenced a time when she asked her supervisor for 

leadership advice.  Her supervisor then asked her to think of a leader and his/her characteristics.  
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She found it to be an awkward example, which did not address her question.  After thinking 

about it, Esperanza felt insulted that her Latina characteristics were not valued: 

And then that night, I thought about it [supervisor’s advice].  Why, why do I have to 

think or try to emulate or be like a leader?  Why, I can't, just be me? I, this is the leader I 

want to be right!  Oh, I can be a leader! I've gotten to the point where, I've had obstacles, 

I've climbed mountains and falling right back down, because I haven't been able to get to 

the top. 

Esperanza’s example highlighted how Latina leaders’ transformative characteristics are not 

validated, instead they are asked to think of someone else’s characteristics.  Someone that might 

have lived in the past century, or is not in any way associated with education. 

Leadership Spaces  

 Latina leaders often found that occupying leadership spaces within the patriarchal 

hierarchal structures in educational administration also posed a challenge to a Latina leaders’ 

career mobility.  As Esperanza, Catalina and Fortunata illustrated, these challenges were 

manifested in different ways.  For example, Esperanza discussed inner circles and how these 

leadership spaces have already been predetermined.  Catalina stated how leadership spaces are 

occupied from applicants outside the district.  Fortunata believes she has been intentionally held 

back from occupying leadership spaces.  

Esperanza referred to the occupied leadership spaces within organizational structures as 

“inner circles.”  She stated that if someone is part of the “inner circles,” they are more likely to 

advance their administrative career:  
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If you're around certain circles and it seems as though, especially here [in the district] its 

by word of mouth.  Once you get into the circle, I think you're good.  But it's getting into 

that circle. And so, yeah, I've been teaching in the district for a really long time. 

Esperanza discussed how preferential treatment of people in her district has created  

additional challenges and feels that unless she is part of the “inner circle” she will not advance 

her career and access the superintendency.  Esperanza further discussed how throughout the 

years, serving the school district, she has made herself visible, participated in many different 

events with the district and community and yet continuous to be overlooked and not given credit 

for her work: 

So, unless you really showcase what you can do and put yourself out there.  But that's the 

thing, I've done so many different. I want to say things, like I've been on different 

committees.  I tried to be involved as much as I can.  Whenever I'm at school sites, I will 

stay later if they're having assemblies or whatever they might need in our community. 

They know the person [administration], possibly? But if nobody knows you, I don't think 

you'll get into those positions that make sense. I think it would be easier just moving out 

of the district and moving into a different district, right where they just see what's on 

paper and having to prove yourself again, in a different role. 

Unfortunately, Esperanza’s hard work has not placed her in an administrative position. 

Meritocracy is not part of the district’s hiring procedure.  Her challenges demonstrated how the 

patriarchal structures in the district favor people that are part of the “inner circle” and is not 

based on merit.  Although Esperanza is happy in her current position, she is still hopeful that she 

will be appointed to an administrative position soon, “But that's one of those [situations] where, 
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you know, positions are scarce. And then when they do have those positions, they sometimes 

already have somebody in mind that they've already selected before interviewing and selecting.”  

Esperanza’s example, illustrated how occupying a leadership space is not meritocratic but who 

you associate with.   

 Esperanza provided another example where her career mobility has been hampered due to 

the organizational challenges.  Esperanza has put herself out there, asked questions on how to 

advance, taken administrative preparation programs by the district and outside sources but has 

not been given the opportunity to serve in a leadership space:   

I lack the opportunity to progress, like for example, I see in different places where 

opportunities are presented to others.  And they've advanced.  But I myself have not been 

approached with certain opportunities.  I really try to be out there in the district, try to 

make as many partnerships with individuals, meeting people.  I’m really wondering, and 

inquiring like, what do you do?  What does that role do? How have you been successful 

in that role? And by asking these questions, I'm trying to gain knowledge for myself, to 

move forward. 

Esperanza’s statement illustrated how she has not advanced to a leadership space despite  

the fact that she has advocated for herself but has seen other people in her same position been 

given that space.  I wonder, perhaps, if she has not been given an administrative position because 

she has made inquiries to the process and she is viewed as someone who might question 

leadership or authority. 

 Like Esperanza, Refugio also claimed that because leadership positions are limited that 

these spaces are often reserved for spouses and are therefore protecting their financial interest.  

“But there's only, you know, so many positions [administration] and when you see the spouses of 



 
 
 

  

 

97

the people in power getting positions, you know that they're protecting their money.” Refugio’s 

statement clearly points out how leadership positions are given to spouses and therefore Latina 

leaders’ career mobility is impeded. 

 On a similar note, Catalina highlighted how the district has overlooked a Latina leader’s 

career mobility by hiring administrators outside the district and stresses the importance of 

promoting leaders within the district to occupy leadership spaces.  Catalina believes that 

administrative positions need to be filled by leaders who are part of the community and speak the 

language.  She stated that the district has overlooked Latina leaders and justifies hiring other 

applicants from outside the district by saying, “Oh well, you know that we just had some great 

qualified people come in, even if they're from out of district and even from out of the country.”  

Catalina’s observation demonstrated how the district prefers to higher outside the district instead 

of promoting qualified Latina leaders within the organization, which in part, excludes many 

Latinas.   

 Like the previously mentioned participants, Fortunata also expressed how the patriarchal 

hegemony has affected her career mobility and kept her from accessing the superintendency.  

She shared how her journey has been slow and arduous and how she has had to overcome many 

challenges and manage many of the effects related to accessing the superintendency: 

I’ve trained thousands of teachers, administrators and still in this district wasn't allowed 

to move up in leadership roles.  And as an aspiring superintendent, I can anticipate that 

same type of inability to move in due to discrimination due to the pushback, if you will.  

So, so yeah, I mean, it’s been pretty clear that I've been intentionally held from moving 

into leadership positions in this district.  It's very taxing, emotionally taxing, to the point 
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where you begin to doubt yourself. You know, you begin to think, well, maybe I'm not 

worthy or I shouldn't be in leadership. 

Fortunata clearly stated how the patriarchal hegemonic structures in the district has affected her 

career mobility and kept her from being appointed to leadership roles and how the discrimination 

has been emotionally taxing.  

Unlike the above Latina leaders that retold how their career mobility has been diverged 

from accessing the superintendency, the same three participants that stated that they did not face 

ethnicity challenges, also indicated that their career mobility was not affected.  For instance, 

Eloisa said that there was no impact to her career mobility or any repercussions.  She specified 

that her only repercussion was having to prove being appointed to the superintendent position to 

herself.  “No repercussions, I think the only thing that I would say in my superintendent, was the 

fact that I felt like I had to prove myself over and over again.”  Eloisa clearly stated that she had 

no repercussion other than having to prove her position to herself.       

 Socorro, like Eloisa stated that there were “No” repercussions to her career mobility. 

Socorro did clarify that perhaps her openness to speak up might have delayed some career 

promotions:   

Okay, probably I would say somebody held off on promoting me for something, it was 

because of their hesitance on... She will speak up.  She might say something more of that.  

She may be a little bit of a risk because, yeah, being very honest. 

Although Socorro stated that race/ethnicity was not a challenge in her career, she did mention 

that she might not have been promoted because she would pose a risk in speaking up about an 

issue.  
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 Milagros, like Socorro, also stated that she had no career repercussions and in fact had a 

successful career as superintendent.  Milagros also clarified that if there were minor incidents of 

discrimination, they were not damaging to her career.   

I'm trying to think what repercussion?  Hey, you know I was successful.  I was 

appreciated by my own governing board.  So, the fact that the discriminations were 

occurring here and there, it was not a repercussion in the sense of damaging to my career.   

Milagros pointed out that her career as superintendent was not impacted by race/ethnicity and the 

in fact was appreciated by her governing board. 

Effects of Challenges 

 The findings indicated that Latina leaders’ challenges lead to both internal and external 

effects.  These internal effects were identified as being emotionally taxed, trauma, and imposter 

syndrome.  The external effects included having to overprepare for interviews and seeking 

counseling.   

Internal Effects  

 As a result of multiple challenges in their career mobility, Latina leaders discussed 

internal effects to their persona, such as being emotionally taxed, trauma, and imposter 

syndrome.  For instance, Jacinta shared how her challenges have been taxing.  She feels that the 

current political climate and other responsibilities related to family and the superintendency have 

had a toll on her and is thinking that perhaps it is time to retire: 

Well, I'll tell you about this role.  Right now, during this hostile political climate. It's 

taxing.  I’m being torn between the amount of time that I spend visiting her [mom] and 

thinking about work, and maybe not putting in as much effort toward like calling some of 

that political unrest that's happening right now has left me with a lot of doubts about my 
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advocacy in this role, and maybe even thinking that you know it's about time to retire 

because I am burnt out for burning the candle on both ends. 

Jacinta’s statement illustrated the many responsibilities of being a superintendent and  

how multiple challenges have affected her to the point where she is considering retirement.   

 Esperanza also shared internal feelings of despair and how she wishes there were closure 

to address the challenges of why she has not moved forward or has been appointed to an 

administrative position despite the fact that she has been in the district since the early 2000, been 

visible and participated in different roles. “I just, I feel as though I would be suitable for the 

position, and not getting it. But why? like, why? Yeah, those whys are never answered.  I think I 

need that closure piece of it.  Just tell me why not?  And what can I improve?”  For Esperanza, 

adding closure to her unanswered questions of why her career mobility has stalled, would ease 

her internal conflicts.   

 Like Esperanza, Refugio feels being voiceless is frustrating and traumatic because she 

has been ready to serve in a leadership position but yet feels powerless and stresses that 

relationships can be jeopardized:  

I don't know the imbalance of power, when you're ready to have power and ready to lead 

but you're not given the ability to lead and or the opportunity.  I should say not given the 

ability but the opportunity to lead.  You bump up against that because you're ready to 

roll. You know, you're still not given a voice.  So, it makes you a voiceless and that could 

be severely frustrating and traumatic actually it could engender toxic relationships. 

Refugio’s experiences have led to trauma and feels frustrated and voiceless especially when she 

has prepared to lead if given the opportunity.  
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Latina leaders also discussed how the imposter syndrome has had internal effects on their 

persona.  Fortunata, Jacinta and Milagros shared the imposter syndrome effects they have had to 

overcome.  Fortunata, for example, described how the imposter syndrome impacted her 

emotionally and mentally for positions she is well suited:    

And so that's prevented me from moving into leadership roles that I believe I am well 

suited for, well trained for yet, because of that emotional, that mental impact.  It keeps me 

from it.  And so, yeah, I embody this feeling of, imposter syndrome, if you will. 

Fortunata disclosed the internal challenges of imposter syndrome and the impact it has caused 

her.  Like Fortunata, Jacinta also feels that the imposter syndrome has had an internal effect.  

“The thing that I think of is now, is that I never thought I would be a superintendent, and one of 

the reasons, and some of the times I still, even think, how did I end up in this spot?”  Both 

Fortunata and Jacinta, discussed how the imposter syndrome makes them feel like they are not 

deserving of a leadership position.   

 Milagros, a retired superintendent, also stated that the imposter syndrome is something 

she had to deal with during her career as superintendent: 

I think, I was suffering from what they call the imposter syndrome.  I don't know if 

you've heard this?  Yeah, where you just don't even realize that you feel like, I’m not 

supposed to be here. It [imposter syndrome] affected my persona.  I really distinctly felt 

that people saw me differently as a superintendent than as if I was not introduced as such.  

You know, if I was just standing there in my suit, looking like I was an executive or an 

administrative assistant or whatnot, until I was introduced as Dr. [Milagros], 

superintendent. 
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 Milagros, a successful retired superintendent, was also impacted by the imposter syndrome. It 

was an internal challenge she struggled with during her superintendency. 

External Effects  

In addition to internal effects, Latina leaders also discussed how the challenges they faced 

in their career mobility had external effects to their persona such as overpreparing for interviews 

and seeking counseling.  For instance, Fortunata and Refugio reported that they were also 

impacted by external effects.  These effects led to overt signs in their behavior.  For example, 

Fortunata described how despite all her experiences and educational background, she over 

prepared for interviews and at times has drawn blank:  

It's been pretty clear that I've been intentionally held from moving into leadership 

positions in the district.  The type of personal and emotional effect that you get from 

these types of racial, race centered discrimination.  That's tough when it impacts you 

emotionally like that. Because what's happened to me, What I've noticed is that I have 

that in the back of my mind so when I go to interview for these positions 

[administration], I draw blank.  It totally impacts the way that I interview for these types 

of positions. And so that's prevented me from moving into leadership roles that I believe I 

am well suited for, well trained for, yet because of that emotional, that mental. 

Fortunata’s external challenges in accessing the superintendency has manifested in not being 

able to perform well in interviews and has affected her personally and emotionally.  

Like Fortunata, Refugio has also experienced external challenges which has led her to seek 

counseling, take days off and have anxiety attacks.  “Um, I had to see a counselor, going into 

counseling.  I have had to take days off.  I've had anxiety attacks over it.” The external effects 

due to her challenges and stunted career mobility have caused Refugio to seek professional help. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  LATINA LEADER COUNTER-STORIES 

 

In chapter four, I discussed Latina leaders organizational challenges related to their 

ethnicity, gender, and political intersectional identities as women of color.  Additionally, the 

Latina leaders also narrated how their career mobility challenges caused internal and external 

effects.  In chapter five, I discuss my findings and narrate Latina leader counter-stories and 

highlight how the participants used strategies and available resources, such as mindful or 

physical practices.  Some mindful strategies required a positive mental aptitude.  For example: 

resisting, maintaining, and adhering to principles.  Physical strategies included cleaning, dancing, 

networking, and family support to navigate through challenges.  Lastly, the participants shared 

personal characteristics that have made them successful leaders.  Additionally, I highlight how 

three Latina leaders stated that they did not experience ethnicity-related challenges and that their 

ascendency to the superintendency was not impacted.  Moreover, I posit that the Latina leaders 

that relocated from out of state and/or to a larger metropolitan city had a more fluid carreer 

mobility and access to the superintendency.  

    Moreover, I used Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing concept as a form of Community 

Cultural Wealth to retell the findings of aspiring, practicing and retired Latina leaders counter-

stories.  Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing is derived from Latina cultural knowledge passed on 

through generations in the way of consejos, testimonios, and pláticas.   

Strategies and Resources 

 The findings showed that Latina leaders developed strategies and took advantage of 

resources to manage the challenges they encountered.  These strategies/resources included 

mindful or physical practices.  Some mindful strategies required a positive mental aptitude.  For 



 
 
 

  

 

104

example: resisting, maintaining, and adhering to principles.  Physical strategies had to do with 

physical activities like dancing, networking, and family support.  

Mindful Practices   

 Latina leaders developed mindful strategies such as: resistance, adhering to principles and 

getting in the leadership mode.  For instance, Eloisa’s mental strategy was to try to find a 

solution to a problem and not give up if something was challenging or if things were not going 

her way.  She also shared that she valued her colleague’s areas of expertise and had her family as 

a network of support:    

I think just keeping busy.  I'm always the type of person that if there's a challenge or 

something and it’s not going the way it needs to go, then there has to be constant ideas.  

So, if something doesn't work, and you've been doing it and it's not working well you got 

to try something else.  So, in my, in my head, one of my strategies to combat those 

challenges was to never give up.  Always thinking, well, if that doesn't work, what else 

can we do, and then using my, my network of family and then also my colleagues who 

have expertise in other areas that I didn't have in and just sitting and listening to them and 

saying what works. 

Eloisa’s example demonstrated how she has developed a unique strategy when she encountered 

challenges as a superintendent.  Another strategy Eloisa discussed was how she had to gain the 

trust of the community to get the district out of failing status, which had always been a failing 

district, before her appointment as superintendent. “And so, I had to basically walk my talk, and I 

had to gain their trust, just by simply acting on the actions that I felt would move our district into 

non failing.”  Eloisa illustrated how she had to prove to the community that she would pull the 
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district out of failing status so she could gain their trust.  Eloisa also shared that another of her 

strategies was to keep quiet and act on an issue only, if necessary, without fearing a repercussion:   

And so, those things were always in the front of my mind, but like I said earlier, I guess I 

just have the ability to not keep my mouth shut. You know when you hear those or feel 

those things are happening and it's not only for you but for others that are going through 

the same thing, whether they are male or female, you know, but if there's any type of 

discrimination of any sort, then I always had the propensity and always just acted on my 

words without maybe just thinking of any type of repercussion that I might get. 

Eloisa’s strategy was to keep quiet unless the issues were discriminatory in nature and acted 

immediately without fearing repercussion. 

Moreover, Milagros’s strategy was an act of resistance and confronted the issue with the 

people who did not want her in the district.  She did not give in even though she received 

criticism: 

I would say, I'm facing them head on in terms of people were really just being honest. I 

guess, that they didn't believe that I belonged in the superintendency.  I just kind of shut 

myself.  I'm not here.  So, my strategy was to not cow down.  I basically put up a good 

front and say, “I get where you're coming from and I'm going to be here.  Okay get used 

to me.  I'm not going to be made feel less than.” So, my strategy was to get in front of it.  

I guess that would be the way to put it. I then addressed it in a meeting with another 

strategy.  “I'm here to tell you that, that I get the debt is somewhat unusual but I am 

sincere in my goals and aspirations to help us all become a better organization and these 

are the things that I expect. We should be working on together,” you know, that kind of 

stuff. 
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Milagros’s strategies demonstrated that she confronted the situation without being intimidated 

and addressed it to all her staff.  

Physical Strategies 

Latina leaders utilized different physical strategies to manage the challenges they had to 

face.  These were: cleaning, folklorico dancing and going out of the district. For instance, Eloisa, 

who considers herself a “neat freak” handled stress by cleaning, “I also am a neat freak and so 

when things are stressful, my house was exceptionally clean.”  This demonstrated how Eloisa 

developed cleaning as a strategy to deal with stress.   

Like Eloisa, Refugio also relied on physical activity as a strategy to manage stress.  

Refugio, who has been a folklorico dancer for many years, shared that since dancing is part of 

her life, she relies on it to deal with the challenges that have come her way: 

As an adult, I started dancing folklorico, and that really opened up a strong space for me 

because, when I was like 19, I joined a troupe.  We went all over Los Angeles. We 

performed at the Hollywood Bowl.  We performed at Universal Studios, Universal 

Amphitheater, Pasadena Civic any big venues, the Shriner Auditorium, all those places.  

And so that [folklorico dancing] was really, really, really an anchor for me. 

Refugio’s excerpt illustrated how she has used folklorico dancing since a young age to manage 

stress. 

Unlike Eloisa and Refugio, Marianela utilized a different physical strategy to manage 

challenges.  For instance, Marianela relocated when she couldn’t find a position in a small 

district.  She stated that she had to give up something and reach for what came next even if it 

required moving.  Her motto became, “What’s next?”   
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So, my strategy has always been, because when I was younger and I wanted that next 

position, I always had to move because there weren't positions open in the smaller 

districts I worked at. I've always been kind of that person who has always reached for 

what's next. If I want that next position, I have to give up some things to get there. 

“Where do you want to be?” And now as superintendent, it's like.  Now, I want to do 

what I want to do?”  

Marianela’s strategy in reaching for “What’s next?” resulted in her being appointed as 

Superintendent.  This strategy highlighted how Marianela’s challenges didn’t stop her from 

moving forward. 

Resources  

The findings also revealed that Latina leaders relied on networking as a resource and 

support.  These networks included family, friends, colleagues and organizations.  Eloisa stated 

that a valuable resource was that she had her family and colleagues as a source of support: 

Always thinking, well, if that doesn't work, what else can we do, and then using my 

network of family and then also my colleagues who have expertise in other areas that I 

didn't have in and just sitting and listening to them and saying what works.”  

Eloisa illustrated how her family and colleagues were a resource of support. 

 Jacinta like Eloisa also found collegial networking beneficial to address challenges and 

make collective decisions.  Eloisa took her leadership team’s perspectives into account to ease 

the pressures: 

So, but I do think that those networks of people who share similar roles similar beliefs 

similar experiences can definitely be helpful. Also leaning in on a team. So, I have an 

executive leadership team and every one of us has gone through some kind of a challenge 
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right now with parents or in laws or kids or whatever. And so being able to share some of 

the burdens that we all experience, and be able to come together and make decisions.  I 

don't have to make decisions on my own. I know that and I really appreciate the fact that 

there are other people to share in those decisions, and maybe come at it, the different 

perspective, so that the burdens don't seem as strong. 

Jacinta relied on her network of colleagues not only to share similar family related experiences 

but to make decisions that she otherwise considered too much of a responsibility to make on her 

own.   

Marianela also discussed the importance of having a network of colleagues who had 

qualities that she did not necessarily have.  She considered her former superintendent her mentor 

and credited him with supporting her throughout her superintendency:  

The only godsend I had was that my former superintendent from [small town in Arizona] 

was in the neighboring district so I could rely on him, who of course, was Hispanic.  

Once people affiliated you with him. They learn to take you a little more seriously, the 

men did.   

As Marianela pointed out, she found a mentor in her former supervisor and throughout  

her superintendency she reached out to him for advice.   

 Moreover, Lourdez found resource support with family, colleagues and school board 

members.  She especially discussed how her husband’s love and encouragement has helped her 

throughout her career.  “Talking to the people that believe in me and love me and support me, 

my husband, my parents, my family.  Some co-workers in many occasions.”  It’s clear that 

Lourdez support comes from people who are close to her and that she can trust.  Another of 

Lourdez’s support, which is critical in the superintendency, are the school board members.  
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Lourdez, expressed how grateful she was in having a school board that values her opinions.  “I'm 

never afraid to speak out and speak up because they [board members] want my voice in my 

opinion to be out.”  Lourdez has developed a balance support system of family, colleagues and 

board members to help her navigate through her many challenges as superintendent.  

 In the same vein, Refugio has a wide variety of resources available to her that she has 

used to get through the challenges that stand in her way.  At the beginning of our conversation, 

Refugio, established that because she grew up poor in a large metropolitan city, she has learned 

to do things herself, “To live in [big city] is one thing, to be poor in [big city] is another thing 

because you're already in a lower-class neighborhood, that’s why I’m glad I learned to do 

everything by myself.”  Refugio also mentioned how utilizing organizational resources like 

taking trainings or furthering her education were important in her professional development and 

helpful resources, “I think the [organization] program was really a success.  I really enjoyed that.  

I think we need to have more spaces, that's a great example of what a learning space is.”  

Additionally, Refugio recognized that her doctoral studies has been a success in her life and a 

resource that got her thinking about leadership, “I think being in the doctoral program has really 

opened my eyes about the structures of schooling.  I think that's been a great success in terms of 

just how to be a leader, and really studying underlying issues of schooling and student 

achievement.”  Refugio mentioned a wealth of resources that she used to develop professionally 

and get her thinking about important critical issues like educational structures.  On a more 

personal level, Refugio stated that she has had to go to counseling to deal with anxiety and 

trauma. Through counseling she’s learned self-care: 

I had to see a counselor.  I have had to take days off.  I've had anxiety attacks over it 

[challenges].  I had to learn to manage self-care.  Yeah, it's very difficult and stifling, it's 
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like walking through water.  It's, what it feels like.  You have to fight the disconnect. You 

just connect to survive but then you have to connect to make a difference, right. So, you 

are kind of like in a limbo.  And I think a lot of leaders are that way they, they really want 

to contribute. 

Refugio’s utilized a number of resources from professional development, seeking  

 counseling, and getting to the stage where she has learned self-care.  She used these resources as 

a way to manage the challenges she has faced but also as a way to continue her work in 

education and make a difference.  

Latina Superintendent Successes, Characteristics and Accomplishments 

The findings identified that Latina leader characteristics were developed and inculcated 

in the Latino home.  Additionally, they credited their accomplishments to the Latinx 

communities or other minority communities.  Some of these characteristics were: having a moral 

compass, confidence, integrity, self-awareness, trustworthy, honesty, transparency, listening, 

assertive, having gumption, and being vocal.  The findings also revealed that participants were 

recognized for their accomplishment such as: identifying and supporting the Latinx culture, and 

high academic expectation.  

Lourdez begins by acknowledging that her parents instilled values and principles, “So, 

the leadership of my parents and the values and principles that they have instilled in me.”  

Socorro, also credited her parents for fostering a “moral compass,” which she keeps in mind and 

uses it to make decisions: 

I've never lost my moral compass. Who I am and what I believe in.?  I've always spoken 

up anytime, whether it's controversial or not.  I've always done so respectfully, but very 

firmly.  I've always said this, Isabel, when you have to sell your soul.  You have to divert 
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from your moral compass of who you are, then there's no coming back. Isabel, I will tell 

you, I, that's how I was raised.  I had a very, very strong mother, and not educated, not 

wealthy, but a very strong moral compass of right and wrong, and, and how one should 

behave in everyday life, not only as a professional, but and I think that's been probably 

my, my strongest asset. 

In her excerpt, Socorro stated that she has a strong moral compass to help her make the correct 

decision, and that it is not only a strategy but an asset.  Both Lourdez and Socorro apply the 

principles passed down to them by their parents to make decisions as superintendents.  

 Continuing on moral principles, Marianela shared the human qualities that characterize 

her leadership.  She discussed confidence and integrity.  She also stressed how as a Latina it is 

important to know who you are professionally and personally:  

I think that one characteristic is being confident about who you are and what you 

represent. I think another one is having integrity and not letting anybody tarnish that 

except yourself.  If you have integrity, then I think I can trust you with almost anything 

and I can overlook almost anything. 

Marianela notes how integrity leads to trust.  During the interview, Marianela reinforced how 

knowing oneself builds that confidence:  

I think just over time. I think it's the whole issue of knowing who you are. So, you have 

to be, you know, you have to be confident about who you are, professionally and who 

you are personally and hopefully the two are pretty synonymous.  That the way you run 

your personal life is the same way you run your professional life.  And that no matter 

whether it's a friend or a colleague, this response is going to basically be the same. 
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Marianela emphasized that an important strength is to know yourself and to be a confident leader 

and suggested that there should be a minor distinction between running one’s own personal and 

professional life.   

  Eloisa also shared Latina leaders’ characteristics of integrity, honesty, transparency and 

ownership and also credited her parents for these attributes.  She discussed the importance of 

work ethic and taking ownership over decisions:   

So, work ethic is really important, I think, integrity and honesty are very important.  I 

think being transparent is very important. I think my parents also raised me to take 

account of my own actions meaning if I did something wrong.  And you knew that you 

were ultimately responsible, you have to take ownership for that to fix it.  You have to let 

people know that you're human and you make mistakes and that you have to get around it 

and make changes, you know to make up for the wrong. 

Throughout her superintendency, Eloisa’s characteristics of integrity, honesty, transparency, and 

admitting and making changes to mistakes led her to a successful career.    

 Moreover, Lourdez and Jacinta shared that one of their characteristics was being a good 

listener.  Lourdez stated that it helped in strengthening communication, “They [staff] feel like 

I'm, I'm a good listener.  They feel like I'm really good with my communication.”  Jacinta adds 

that besides being a good listener she is capable of taking into account different perspectives 

because she grew up in a bicultural home:  

I feel like I have always been a really good listener, and again that ability to see things 

from different perspectives and perspective taking has led to some degree of success.  So, 

I grew up in a bicultural home. But not only were my parents of different racial 

ethnicities. My dad was White my mom was Latina.  My dad was republican my mom 



 
 
 

  

 

113

was democrat.  And so, I think some of those characteristics, just being able to listen and 

assess the situation without judging because everybody is different, has definitely helped 

me become the leader that I am. 

Jacinta credited developing characteristics of a good lister by being raised in a bicultural home.  

She emphasized that she learned not to be judgmental and take to account multiple perspectives.   

Identify and Support the Latino Community 

The findings also revealed that identifying and supporting the Latinx community was 

another Latina leader characteristic.  For instance, Jacinta stated that a characteristic that sets her 

apart from other superintendents is that being bicultural has allowed her to navigate across 

cultures, “Yeah, I mean, I would say, in many cases that the characteristics of being Latina, and 

being able to navigate cross culturally, it's definitely something that sets me apart.”  Jacinta 

stated how being Latina is a characteristic that has helped her navigate cross culturally. 

While Jacinta attributed her bicultural background to being able to move with ease 

through two cultures, other Latina leaders discussed how serving their school’s underrepresented 

community was a characteristic.  The majority of the Latina leaders identified one of their main 

characteristics as being community oriented.  They provided examples about how they assisted 

their communities.  Eloisa for example, was concerned about serving the children in her district, 

“And then, something just hit me and said, I've got to do something for the kids on the 

[population’s name].  You know that's always been, I've always worked for school districts that 

served minorities and were underserved.”  Eloisa’s statement illustrated how caring for the 

school community was one of her characteristics.  

Furthermore, Milagros stated that she always advocated for the underdog but took 

precaution not to jeopardize her career, “I've always been about the underdog and making sure 
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they have a voice.  But I also know my place and know that I wouldn't do anything to endanger 

my reputation, or my position.”  Milagro takes a proactive stance while still allowing the 

community’s voice to be heard.  She also shared how her Latina identity helped her connect with 

the community during her first public appearance to families: 

I thought it was an advantage to be bilingual in my position. And I did have a sort of a 

personal “aha” moment for my first public appearance to the families, during a grade 

promotion.  A gentleman, brought his child to me, and I want to say it was a male child, 

and really wanted to introduce himself and appreciate me for, I think being Latina and my 

bilingualism, as I addressed the student body and the parents and thanked them for 

coming.  I didn't really realize that there was such a deep connection with what I look like 

and until I made that connection with a parent, which was important for him too. 

Milagro’s characteristics of caring for the community is notable because she advocated  

for the community she served and also connected with the community when a parent personally 

thanked her for representing the community.  

 Like Milagros, Marianela also cared for her community through acts of generosity and 

postponed her retirement after the COVID-19 school closures because she felt she could not 

leave the community in the middle of the pandemic.  During her farewell, Marianela was 

acknowledged for her contributions to the community, “And a lot of what I heard [from the 

community] was generosity and taking care of kids.”  Marianela retells how she delayed her 

retirement to get her community through tough times: 

But what I always worry about are the people you left behind who don't have a voice. 

And will it be more difficult on them with somebody new coming in. And then the 

pandemic hit come March, and everything was everywhere.  And I couldn't walk away. I 
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could not walk away.  Not only from the children and the community but from the staff, 

because they needed at that time, the most consistency.  And they needed to rely the 

things we're going to be okay.  So, I didn't put in my retirement, I stayed for all of last 

school year. 

Marianela’s caring characteristic is evident in her action of postponing her retirement to  

help out the community in such an uncertain time, which resulted in school closures due to 

COVID-19 pandemic.  Like Marianela, Lourdez also cares about the community she has led and 

emphasized her hard work and dedication, “Because you genuinely care about the kids. And then 

she [assistant] says that I'm very visible that I'm always in the schools that people have no idea, 

the work that I do, because I care.”  Both Marianela and Lourdez’s caring characteristic 

highlighted the compassionate side of leadership.  

Moreover, Catalina defines her characteristics as a strong, assertive Chicana that has 

gumption to serve the Latino community, “Well, being a woman having to, to, to put myself out, 

there having gumption, not being able, not being afraid to say my piece to whomever, in a 

respectful way.”  Catalina mentioned several characteristics like assertiveness and having 

gumption.  Her servitude approach has led to positive results in the Latino community.  Catalina 

has taken another approach to leadership and currently leads an organization that has 

successfully supported Latinos students in being accepted to Ivy League universities.   

While several Latina leaders identified their main characteristics as caring, Esperanza and 

Eloisa shared that their characteristic was being vocal, both in English and Spanish.  Esperanza 

also attributed bilingualism as a successful characteristic.  For example, Esperanza explained that 

over the past 20 years she has gotten to be more vocal and has advocated for students.  “It's taken 

me years to be this vocal, 20 years ago, I was quiet, I would never talk. I had opinions but I 
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would keep it to myself.”  Esperanza stated that she no longer keeps quiet but that makes her 

voice be heard.  She expands on the importance of being able to communicate with parents in 

Spanish: 

What would set me apart, what I have to bring to the table is that I am familiar with the 

culture and climate of the schools of the district.  I'm a fluent Spanish speaker.  Spanish 

was my first language. When I'm looking at sites and I see that admin is not reflective of 

their students.  I'm kind of a little discouraged, right, because as a teacher, I made those 

connections with the families with the students. I've been able to go into the office and if 

there's a parent there that has a question that nobody can translate. 

Esperanza shared how over the years, she became more vocal and how being able to connect 

with families in their own language is essential to create a positive climate and culture.  Eloisa 

also stated that her characteristics was being strong and vocal, which she learned from her 

family:  

I don't know if it was just my up upbringing my parents raised me to be strong and very 

vocal when they made those comments [gender related], I immediately went and spoke to 

the principal and spoke to the person's themselves saying, I am uncomfortable with what 

you're saying. And, if you don't stop then, I'm going to have to take other measures, and 

those two times that happened to me, I immediately stopped the situation. 

Eloisa statement illustrates how she had to be vocal and strong to resolve sensitive gender 

comments and regards it as one of her characteristics.  

Another common characteristic among Latina leaders was that they had high academic 

expectations for students.  Jacinta, Milagros and Eloisa discussed how setting high expectations 

was at the heart of their leadership.  For example, Jacinta discussed how she secured that the 
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students in her district received quality education, “It’s an essential journey to care for them and 

assuring them, that they have the best programs and educational offerings, available.”  Jacinta’s 

comment showed how holding high academic standards has been one of her accomplishments. 

 Milagros, a retired superintendent, had high expectations for her school district an 

regarded marketing her school districts as one of her accomplishments.  She provided a wide 

range of school choices for parents and students:  

So, I thought I was very successful in marketing the school district about parent choice. 

We have a magnet school over here. We have a dual language school over here. We have 

a fine art school here.  We have, you know, science, technology, engineering and math 

focus over at this school. So having all those signals we call them signature schools. 

As Milagro stated, she had high expectations for the students in the district and made available 

different academic opportunity.  This marketing strategy illustrated Milagro’s commitment to 

quality education. 

 Like Jacinta and Milagros excerpt, Eloisa also attributed the academic success of her 

district as one of her characteristics. She retells how she managed to get the district out of failing 

status.  Her efforts were recognized by the state: 

And I would say my ultimate success was getting the district out of failing status, after 

100 years.  And so, that success was recognized by my work with the Arizona 

Department of Education.  They came to me and asked if I would be interested in 

participating in a program through the University of Virginia School of Business and 

Darden School of Business.  It was very rigorous.  They only selected four districts, each 

year in the entire country.   
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Eloisa’s dedication in getting the district out of failing status for the first time was recognized by 

the state’s department of education and highlighted this accomplishment as a successful 

characteristic.  Additionally, Eloisa also shared that superintendent have egos possibly because 

of the decisions that they have to make daily and also credited her support staff for her success: 

Well also superintendents have an ego, I’ll say that.  I don't know how we get it you 

know.  I don't know if it's because we're up there at the top and we have to make 

decisions on the daily.  I don't know what it is but it also comes with experience.  It 

doesn't compare just sitting down to the daily grind of things that come your way because 

every day is a different day as a superintendent. So, you just have to really thrive on those 

successes and just always be grateful and thankful to the people that got you there 

because it's not you all the time.  It's never you all the time. 

Eloisa admits that one of her characteristics is having an ego.  However, she does clarify  

that she believes this developed from decision making and not knowing what to expect the 

following day.  Humbly, Eloise also acknowledges that her successes were due to the people that 

surrounded her.  

Out-of-Network Access 

In the above findings, the Latina leaders narrated their counter-stories and discussed how 

they used mindful or physical practices, strategies and available resources.  The participants also 

shared personal characteristics and accomplishments.  In this section, I highlight how Eloisa, 

Socorro, and Milagros, the three superintendents that stated that they did not experience 

ethnicity-related challenges, accessed the superintendency because they relocated to assume a 

new postion and therefore gained out-of-network access.  Furthermore, both Socorro and 

Milagros relocated to a large metropolitan area that serves 30 or more districts. (See Table 1.)   
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Continuing on this trend, three other successful Latina leaders—Lourdez, Marianela, and 

Jacinta—also relocated to access the superintendency.  

Eloisa described how she moved to three different districts and did not feel like there 

were challenges:  

No [challenges] because I just, I felt in my entire career, I've worked in three districts.  

The first one, I was recruited as a young teacher to go to another district. And then the 

second one and moving to the third district.  It was because I was also asked to go to 

[district #3].  And while I was hesitant at first, I just weighed on the thinking about the 

children that could really use somebody that was going to be their advocate. 

 Eloisa’s ability to relocate highlighted the steps that helped her access the superintendency.  She 

moved to three different districts and each time advanced her career.  

 Like Eloisa, Socorro also moved states and advanced her career.  Socorro completed her 

undergraduate work in a different state and her graduate degree in administration in an Arizona 

university.  This is her sixth year as superintendent in Arizona:  

Okay, I went to my undergrad, attended a [State University located outside of Arizona] 

for my undergrad degree, and then attended [a university in Arizona] for my master's 

program in administration.  Currently, I'm superintendent in the [city name] School 

District, and this is my sixth year. 

Socorro moved from a different state after completing her undergraduate work and  

continued her administration graduate studies in Arizona and now serves as superintendent.  This 

indicates how Socorro’s ability to move from one state to another provided her different 

opportunities in accessing the superintendency.   
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 Like Socorro, Milagros moved from outside the state of Arizona to a small city in 

Arizona and then relocated to a bigger city where she found success as a superintendent.  Below 

is a brief excerpt of Milagros’ relocation history:   

Then, sometime later, when I transferred to… [small city in] Arizona, so I came out here.  

I'd had an opportunity to have a job in [big Arizona city] as an assistant superintendent 

for business services and, you know, for me it wasn't a promotion and I kind of was done 

with [small city].   

Relocating states and cities in Arizona provided Milagros the opportunity for career mobility and 

access the superintendency.    

 Furthermore, three other successful Latina superintendents—Lourdez, Marianela, and 

Jacinta—also relocated to access the superintendency.  Both Lourdez and Marianela moved to a 

metropolitan city were their career mobility was fluid and got appointed as superintendents. 

Jacinta also relocated but not to a metropolitan area.  I begin with Lourdez.  She stated that she 

moved to a large metropolitan city because her husband started to work for a company. “So, after 

being a teacher in Old Desert Trail Unified for one year, my husband got a job in Grand Central, 

because there were more jobs in that area in the Grand Central area.” Lourdez’s statement shows 

how relocating and moving to a metropolitan provided her access to the superintendency.  

 Like Lourdez, Marianela also relocated several times to different states and cities before 

moving to a metropolitan area in Arizona, where she achieved success in the superintendency. 

Maria provided a brief narration of her relocation history:   

Then I taught for  several years and went to a university Arizona to get my masters in at 

leadership and went back to [state] and earned principal certificate at [university].  Then I 

became a principal for a little while. I started my doctorate and went to [out of state] 
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University.  I did full residency, but I never finished. I moved to Arizona and became 

assistant superintendent in the Los Lobos School District. During this time…I earned my 

doctorate in teaching and learning in higher education.  This is my 15th year as 

Superintendent of the Ponderosa School District here in Grand Central.  

Marianela’s relocation history clearly maps her administrative career mobility to the 

principalship, assistant superintendency, and then the superintendency when she moved to 

Arizona.  

 Like Lourdez and Marianela, Jacinta also relocated to access the superintendency. Jacinta 

recounts her administrative journey to access the superintendency.   

I was an assistant principal for several years, like a dean and an assistant principal.  Then 

I was a principal for five years before becoming a district director. Later, I was an area 

superintendent for five years in [out of state], as a part of this whole journey.  I applied 

and interviewed for the job [superintendent position in Arizona] and here I am. 

Jacinta’s career mobility demonstrated how she relocated from a different state to Arizona and 

accessed the superintendency. 

To conclude, the above narrations of the six superintendents proved that relocating 

provided them with out-of-network access, career mobility, and eventually led them to the 

superindency. Additionally, four superintendents—Socorro, Milagros, Lourdez, and Marianela— 

relocated to a large metropolitan area that serves 30 or more districts, which can also be a 

gateway to the superintendency.    

Summary 

 Although the literature review revealed that in recent years research on women in the 

superintendency has emerged, the (Brunner, 1999; Blount 1998; Grogan, 1996, 2005; Tallerico, 
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2005) research on Latina superintendents in Arizona is minimal.  This qualitative study adds to 

the research and narrated the findings of 10 aspiring, practicing, and retired Latina leaders in the 

state of Arizona.    

The findings revealed that Latina leaders faced patriarchal hegemonic organizational 

challenges related to their intersectional, ethnicity, gender and political identities as women of 

color.  The majority of Latina leaders discussed how the challenges affected their career mobility 

causing internal and external effects.  These internal effects were identified as being emotionally 

taxed, trauma, and imposter syndrome. The external effects included having to overprepare for 

interviews and seeking counseling.  However, three of the participants stated that they did not 

experience challenges related to ethnicity and that their career mobility was not impacted. In fact, 

they stated that they led very successful careers as superintendents. Relocating provided them 

with out-of-network access.  In addition, the Latina leaders discussed strategies and available 

strategies and resource to manage their challenges.  These strategies and resources included 

mindful or physical practices.  Some mindful strategies required a positive mental aptitude. For 

example: resisting, maintaining, and adhering to principles.  Physical strategies had to do with 

physical activities like folklorico dancing, networking, and family support.  Additionally, the 

participants shared characteristics that made them successful leaders. Some of these 

characteristics were: having a moral compass, confidence, integrity, self-awareness, trustworthy, 

honesty, transparency, listening, assertive, having gumption, and being vocal.  The findings also 

revealed that participants were recognized for their accomplishment such as: identifying and 

supporting the Latino culture, and high academic expectation. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

 In the previous chapter, I presented data on the challenges, career mobility and successes 

of aspiring, practicing, and retired superintendents in the state of Arizona, where only 6% of 

Latina females held the superintendency in 2021, compared to 61% of White males (ADE, 

2021).  Furthermore, I summarize the key findings in response to my research questions.  I 

provide recommendations for practice.  I also include implications for research and the study’s 

limitations.  Additionally, I considered a section on implications for theory.  The chapter 

concludes with final thoughts.  

 My research study focused on a total of 10 aspiring, practicing, and retired 

superintendents in Arizona K-12 public schools.  I used critical race theory and LatCrit as the 

theoretical framework to analyzed Latina leader challenges and considered how race/ethnicity, 

gender, and intersectional identities impacted their career mobility and accesses to the 

superintendency.  The participants also discussed strategies and resources to manage their 

challenges.  Finally, the participants shared characteristics that made them successful.     

Critical race theory counter-stories methods were used to narrate the stories of Latina 

leaders using 25 semi-structured interview questions.  Counter-stories serve four purposes in 

accessing educational equity: 1) build community for marginalized people of color; 2) challenge 

the master-narrative; 3) foster “community cultural wealth, memory, and resistance;” (Yosso, 

2005, p.81) and 4) assist in the transformation of education (Yosso, 2005; Delgados, 1989; 

Martinez’s 2020).  Through these Latina leader narrations, I foster Women’s Ways of Knowing, 

“community cultural wealth, memory, and resistance” (Yosso, 2005).   
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Findings Summary 

In this section,  I provide a summary of my findings in response to my research questions and 

answer them in the order they were asked:   

1. What kind of challenges do Latina superintendents experience? 

2. How are Latina superintendent challenges related to career mobility? 

3. What characteristics do successful Latina superintendent possess? 

Organizational Challenges  

In question one, I asked: What kind of challenges do Latina superintendents experience?  

I found that Latina leaders encountered organizational challenges due to the patriarchal 

hegemonic structure in K-12 public schools.  These challenges were intersectional, ethnic, 

gender, political challenges, and lack of support systems to Latina leaders’ career mobility.  The 

majority of the Latina leaders discussed how the challenges affected their career mobility, 

causing internal and external effects.  However, three of the participants stated that they did not 

experience challenges related to either race/ethnicity and that their career mobility was not 

impacted.  I posit that relocating and/or moving to a large metropolitan city allowed the 

superintendents to gain out-of-network access and thereby attain the superintendency.  

Furthermore, the findings also revealed how the participants used strategies and resources to 

manage their challenges and the stress associated with them.  To conclude, the study highlighted 

Latina leader’s successes, as well as the characteristics of Latina leaders. 

The participants identified both as female and Latinas, Chicanas, and/or Mexican, 

resulting in an intersecting identity as women of color.  Latina leaders stated that their 

intersectional identity challenges led to: denied leadership spaces, stereotypes, and having to 

prove themselves.  Consequently, since the superintendency has historically been a profession 
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occupied by White males, the patriarchal hegemonic structure has limited accessibility to Latina 

leaders and therefore has disregarded social justice issues.  Within this unjust context, Latina 

leaders often faced intersectional stereotypes, such as assumptions made regarding their 

leadership role, which led to imposter-related behaviors of: persistence, avoidance, and seeking 

approval (Clance & Imes, 1978).  For example, Lourdez shared how she often picks up on that 

tone of disbelief when she introduces herself as superintendent.  As a result of these 

intersectional stereotypes, the Latina leaders have had to prove their leadership qualifications and 

skills and have had to “work double” or “work three times” as hard, which is an impostor-related 

behavior of persistence. 

 In addition to intersectional challenges, the Latina leaders also indicated that they faced 

ethnicity challenges, such as being undermined and assumptions made about the Spanish 

language.  Catalina stated how as a Chicana her authority was undermined by a White woman 

and believed that this wouldn’t have happened if she had been a White male or female.  This 

same employee also disapproved of faculty and students speaking Spanish.  Lourdez, whose first 

language is Spanish, faced challenges due to her accent as an undergraduate and administrator.  

On the other hand, Jacinta expressed how people assumed that she spoke Spanish because of 

ethnicity and language stereotypes. 

 Furthermore, the Latina leaders described how they faced gender challenges specific to 

being a female.  These gender challenges were identified as sexual harassment and male 

privilege, and male dominance including from Latino males.  Latina leaders encountered sexual 

harassment, which a male administrator wouldn’t have experienced otherwise.  Latina leaders 

identified how the male dominance and denied access to leadership roles has constrained Latina 

leaders from accessing the superintendency.  Several of the participants discussed how the 
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superintendency perpetuates the Good Ol’ Boy system by privileging not only males but Latino 

males and referred to it as the Latino Boy’s Club, which is evident in superintendent pipeline 

positions.  Another challenge within K-12 administration is the preferential hiring of White 

males and females over Latinas, which is regarded as a disservice to the Latino community.  

Within the K-12 patriarchal hegemonic institution, Latina leaders that identified as 

transformative leaders faced political challenges because of their positionality and their activism. 

A transformative leader believes in the implementation of critical pedagogies and making 

education inclusive and socially just.  However, their positionality required them to remain 

neutral because they feared repercussions to their career mobility and might be regarded as 

radical.   

Moreover, the participants discussed how the absence of support systems like 

mentorship, sponsorship as contributing to the scarcity of Latina superintendents in the state of 

Arizona.  Marianela stated that it is a difficult journey for Latina leaders to ascend to the 

superintendency because Latinas have to first prove themselves, before proving themselves to 

White males and females and to Latinos as well, which is a reason why it is necessary to assist 

aspiring Latina superintendents and further their career mobility to access the superintendency.   

Contrary to the previous findings, three of the Latinas stated that they did not experience 

challenges related to ethnicity and that their career mobility to the superintendency was not 

impacted.  They also stated that they did not have racial challenges because they dismissed any 

comment related to it.  A commonality among all three practicing and retired superintendents 

was that they all moved to different cities and districts to advance their career mobility.  
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Career Mobility 

 In question two,  I asked: How are Latina superintendent challenges related to career 

mobility?  I found that the patriarchal hegemony affected Latina leaders’ career mobility due to 

institutional stereotypes of women in leadership, their positionality as transformative leaders, and 

the lack of opportunity to occupy a leadership space.  As a result of institutional stereotypes, 

Latina leaders’ career mobility has often resulted in career immobilization.  Consequently, 

institutional stereotypes and perceptions of women leaders have led to the male/female 

imbalance in K-12 administration, where traditionally masculine traits, such as being managerial 

and militaristic, continue to be valued over traditionally female characteristics of collaboration 

and caring.  The patriarchal educational structure has also affected Latina leaders’ career 

mobility because of their positionality as transformative leaders and advocacy for critical 

systems that prepare minority students into moving to higher education.  Another impediment to 

Latina leaders’ career mobility was the lack of opportunity to occupy leadership spaces, such as 

assistant principalships and principalships, and central administrative positions, a critical step to 

accessing the superintendency.  As a consequence to these challenges, Latina leaders suffered 

several effects that can be associated with impostorism behaviors.  

The Latina leaders shared that the effects to their career mobility challenges led to 

internal and external effects.  These internal effects were identified as readiness to occupy an 

administrative position, being emotionally taxed, trauma, the need for reaffirmation, and 

imposter syndrome.  In addition, the Latina leaders described how the imposter syndrome has 

impacted them emotionally and mentally. 

Furthermore, Latina leaders discussed how external challenges to their career mobility 

led to overt behaviors such as overpreparing for interviews and seeking counseling.  Fortunata 
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shared how she overprepared for interviews and often went blank during the interview as a result 

of constant rejections and being overlooked.  Additionally, Refugio stated that she has had 

anxiety attacks, has attended counseling, and has taken days off to manage the stress. 

 As a result of internal and external effects to the challenges in their career mobility, 

Latina leaders developed strategies and successfully utilized resources to help them manage the 

pressures associated with the challenges.  The leaders used both mindful and physical strategies. 

The mindful strategies included resistance and adhering to principles.  Additionally, Latina 

leaders utilized different physical strategies to manage the challenges; for instance, cleaning, 

folklorico dancing, and going out of the district.  Interestingly, Marianela’s strategy was “what’s 

next” to manage stress and advance her career, which even required her to move states and cities. 

Moreover, Latina leaders relied on networking as a resource and support.  These networks 

included family, friends, colleagues, and counseling to manage anxiety and trauma, and learn 

self-care. 

Latina Superintendent Successes, Characteristics and Accomplishments 

In question three, I asked: What characteristics do successful Latina superintendent 

possess?  I found that, although Latina leaders experienced intersectional, ethnicity, gender, and 

political organizational challenges, they experienced successes, characteristics, and 

accomplishments, which they attribute developing in the Latino home.  Latina leaders also 

credited their accomplishments to the Latino communities.  Such characteristics included having 

a moral compass, confidence, integrity, self-awareness, and gumption; and being trustworthy, 

honest, transparent, assertive, and vocal.  Furthermore, the Latina leaders were recognized for 

their accomplishment in identifying and supporting the Latino culture, and having high 

expectation.    



 
 
 

  

 

129

Recommendations for Practice  

 Presently in Arizona, 74% of teachers are White females, while only 12% are Latina 

females, a sharp contrast to the 45% of Latinx students attending public school (ADE, 2021).  

These statistics definitely highlight the race/ethnicity, gender imbalance in teaching and in 

administration, where 6% of Latina women hold the superintendency in comparison to 61% of 

White males.  In pursuit of finding causes leading to the disproportionality of male to female 

superintendents, the dearth of Latina superintendents and the high percentage of female teachers, 

my study revealed that the patriarchal hegemonic structures in K-12 public schools presented 

intersectional, ethnic, gender, political challenges, and lack of support systems to Latina leaders’ 

career mobility and access to the superintendency.  

 It is my intent that my study will provide relevant data to school districts, school board 

members, and search consultants to consider eliminating intersectional, ethnic, gender, and 

political challenges in a Latina leaders’ career mobility.  The results of my study indicate that 

Latina leaders have the administrative qualifications, skills, and educational background to 

perform the demanding responsibilities of the superintendency.  In addition, the research also 

indicated that the Latina leaders used Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing to connect and identify 

with the Latino community.  My hope is to influence district leadership, board members, and 

hiring committees to reconsider not only their hiring selection of superintendents but provide 

training, support systems, and opportunities that will provide Latina leaders the fluidity of 

administrative experiences to advance their career mobility and access the superintendency.  I 

also implore that my educational colleagues with the authority to hire, reexamine their hiring 

practices, screening, and restrain from biased stereotypes, perceptions, and misconceptions of the 

ideal leader.   
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 Therefore, it is my vision that school districts provide training, support systems, and 

administrative experiences for Latina leaders’ career mobility and access to the superintendency.   

School districts often provide additional administrative training or support in some capacity.  

However, as Refugio mentioned, it is often a “gotcha” space for pre-selected candidates.  I 

propose training for Latinas by Latina leaders that is continuous and reflective of practices and 

advice in the form professional development that utilizes Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing and 

builds on Community Cultural Wealth’s six forms of capital: aspirational, linguistic, familial, 

navigational, and resistant.  I also foresee the recruitment, encouragement, and mentorship of 

Latina teachers into leadership.  My goal is to provide a multiple tier-system of support for 

aspiring, and practicing superintendents. For example, in the literature review and my findings, 

some Latina leaders received support from mentors, influential sponsors, and financial 

assistance.  Therefore, school districts or external organizations can develop one-to-one, or group 

mentorshipship.  Influential sponsors can further support Latina leaders by creating a 

“Transformative Latina Leader Association,” in which Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing-

Community Culture Wealth knowledge is shared and implemented. 

  Additionally, I envision a hiring process that allows Latina leaders equitable 

opportunities to occupy superintendent pipeline positions as assistant principals, principals, and 

central leadership positions, an essential step to access the superintendency.  As the findings 

revealed, Latina leaders often face intersectional challenges because of their identity as Latina, 

Mexicana or Chicana.  These challenges can be easily offset by conducting screenings by third 

party companies that have a multicultural hiring committee, similar to a jury.  Moreover, 

superintendent history and educational leadership literature demonstrated that traditional male 

characteristics, such as, “warrior, military, or business mentality,” are valued by search 
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consultants and board members, resulting in negative “cultural imagery” of Latina leaders. 

Consequently, biased stereotypes, perceptions, and misconceptions of the ideal leader 

demonstrating can be rectified by allowing more Latina leaders into the administrative ranks so 

that they can prove their leadership skills.      

Implications For Research 

Although the research findings revealed the intersectional, ethnic, gender and political 

challenges that Latina leaders faced in their career mobility in accessing the superintendency, 

there are potential future areas of research to uncover.  Therefore, I suggest the following three 

areas as implication for research: Latina leaders who do not perceive challenges related to their 

ethnicity, Latina female teachers, and transformative Latina leaders.  For instance, three of the 

Latina leaders, one practicing and two retired, stated that, although they were aware of ethnic 

discrimination, it was not a challenge to them because they dismissed it. Interestingly, these 

same three Latina leaders moved to different cities and/or states to assume the next position.  

This finding, raised two more questions for potential future research.  My first question was: 1) 

did the actual geographical relocation provide the Latina leaders with more opportunities, 

especially in a metropolitan city; or did moving out-of-network provide them the chance for 

others to see them in a new light, or simply give them a fresh start? Although I concluded that 

relocating, and working in a large metropolitan city allowed the participants to gain out-of-

network access and attain the superintendency, there is further neead of research in this area, 

especially focusing on Latina leader career paths once they relocate.  I also questioned if the 

same three Latina leaders would have had the same straightforward career mobility and reached 

the superintendency if they had relocated to a district or state where the majority of the student 

demographics did not represent 45% of Latino students, like in the state of Arizona. 
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 Moreover, this finding on Latina leader relocation raises another question on possible 

factors that might prevent Latina leaders from relocating and can have further implications for 

research.  Out of the 10 total participants, four Latina leaders had not accessed the 

superintendency.  These four aspiring leaders also did not relocate for the a new position (see 

Table 1).  Therefore, I ask: Why? And what factors might prevent them from relocating?  For 

example, in my case, a few years ago I was offered a principal position in a public school district 

in Los Angeles. Most recently, I have been recruited by school districts in Texas and California.  

However, I did not accept the Los Angeles position and did not follow up with the recruitment 

offers because I am not able to relocate due to financial reasons, accruing state pension, and 

family obligations.  Additionally, relocating would be a distruption of the Community Cultural 

Wealth to my own family and to the community of students, colleagues, and friends.   

Another implication for future research is to focus on Latina female teachers and examine 

the causes that might impede them from moving out of the classroom and pursuing the 

superintendency.  I believe that a potential research interest is to explore the imbalance of 74% 

of White female to teachers compared to the 12% Latina female teachers.  As my research 

findings highlighted, the aspiring Latina superintendents had not been given the opportunity to 

enter superintendent pipeline positions due to intersectional, ethnic, gender, and political 

challenges.  Further research can address the factors hindering Latina female teachers moving  

into administrative positions.  I ask: Are Latina teachers encountering the same challenges as the 

aspiring superintendents?  

A final implication for research is to consider studying transformative Latina leaders. All 

participants stated that their purpose was to serve the Latinx community.  However, only a few 

Latina leaders, in my findings, identified as transformative leaders. These leaders believe in 
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critical pedagogies and stated that public schools replicate a traditional curriculum that is a 

disservice to Latino students and does not prepare them to move ahead to higher education.  As 

my research findings suggest, the transformative leaders’ career mobility has been stalled 

because of their positionality as transformative leaders and their activism.  The topic of 

transformative Latina leaders is important to explore because it can transform curriculum that is 

reflective of Latino communities and has the potential to increase the number of Latino students 

pursuing higher education.  Furthermore, I propose that universities develop “Transformative 

Latina Leader” research and curriculum and implement it in K-12 administrative certification 

preparation programs and educational leadership literature.     

Implications For Theory 

 In this research, I used CRT and LatCrit as the theoretical framework to support my 

findings on Latina leader challenges and considered how race/ethnicity and gender impacted 

their career mobility and access to the superintendency.  I also applied intersectionality as a lens 

to examine the experiences of Latina leaders in K-12 administration and educational leadership 

contexts to understand how the identities of race/ethnicity and gender overlap and create 

compounded dimensions of inequality, such as structural, political and representational 

(Crenshaw, 1991).  Additionally, CRF and Chicana feminism provided a historical context to 

highlight gender and ethnicity forms of systemic oppression in educational administration and 

demonstrated how the patriarchal hegemony keeps Latina leaders from occupying a leadership 

space.  Based on these findings,  I propose further development theory of CRT and LatCrit  

tenents and how these can guide future transformative Latina leaders to access the 

superintendency. 

• The centrality of race and racism and intersectionality with other forms of subordination. 
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Echoing the literature (Banuelos, 2008), my findings proved that race and racism was 

central to Latina leaders career mobility and access to the superintendency.  In my 

findings, Marianela stated she was “infuriated” because of the lack of equity of voice. 

• The challenge to dominant ideology. 

In the US, a traditional European-centered curriculum is still implemented in the majority 

of public schools.  In my research findings, the transformative leaders discuss the 

dehumanizing nature of traditional curriculum and the perpetuation of the dominant 

ideology.  Therefore, transformative Latina leaders critical pedogies can serve as a guide 

to transform the dominanat ideology.  

• The commitment to social justice. 

In my findings, Refugio stated that if leadership is not attending to Latina leaders, than 

they are not attending to social justice.  This tenent can assist in transforming the 

educational landscape and attending to social justice by creating equitable hiring 

practices, pathways, and support systems so that Latina leadership can occupy leadership 

spaces.  

• The centrality of experiential knowledge. 

Valuing transformative Latina leader Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing is central in 

providing quality education and having high expectations, and embraces Community 

Cultural Wealth.  In my research findings, the superintendents attributed their success to 

because they had the experiential cultural knowledge and connected with Latino 

community. 
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• The interdisciplinary perspective. 

Also echoing the literature, my findings illustrated how the Latina leaders utilized their 

interdisciplinary knowelege of leadership skills, curriculum, critical pedagogies, and the 

principles instilled by their families for a better and cohesive whole approach to 

leadership. 

Moreover, CRT counter-stories narrate the stories of Latina leaders and served four 

purposes: 1) build community for marginalized people of color; 2) challenge the master-

narrative; 3) foster “community cultural wealth, memory, and resistance;” (Yosso, 2005, p.81) 

and 4) assist in the transformation of education (Yosso, 2005; Delgados, 1989; Martinez, 2020).  

Through these Latina leader narratives, I demonstrated how Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing 

provided a counter-narrative that challenges the master-narrative discourse of a traditional 

curriculum, and places transformative Latina leaders assets at the forefront of educational 

leadership to implement a curriculum that embraces the cultural wealth of the Latino community, 

and transforms education by resisting racism and biased hiring practices.  It is also important to 

preserve transformative Latina leader cultural knowledge, practice, and experiences in Latino 

cultural history. 

 Although CRT and LatCrit supported my findings on Latina leader challenges and I 

considered how race/ethnicity and gender impacted their career mobility and accesses to the 

superintendency, I propose further development of  Chicana/Latina Ways of Knowing as a form 

of Community Cultural Wealth theory and consider the principles and practices of transformative 

Latina leaders. As the findings revealed, the Latina leaders credited their families and upbringing 

and acquiring values such as: confidence, integrity, self-awareness, trustworthy, honesty, and 
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transparency.  As for charactericts and practices, these included characteristics such as, being 

bicultural, identifying and supporting the Latino community.   

Moreover, Chican/Latina Ways of Knowing embraces Latina cultural knowledge passed 

on through generations in the way of consejos, testimonios, and pláticas (conversations). 

Therefore, I suggest the implementation of transformative Chicana/Latina Woman Ways of 

Knowing principles and counter-stories to highlight the accomplishments of Latina 

superintendents in educational leadership literature.    

Study Limitations  

 The main limitations to my study are related to time, sample size, and Covid-19 

guidelines and recommended restrictions.  Indeed, time presented a limiting factor.  For example, 

time represented as in a timeline to complete the study and the time commitment provided by the 

Latina leaders to conduct the interviews.  My study would have benefitted from engaging in a 

longer study, allowing for multiple follow up interviews, which would have permitted me to 

engage in depth conversations.  Also, because I was cognizant of the participants’ busy 

schedules, I limited the interviews to 60 minutes; however, some participants did exceed the 60-

minute interview.   Although I stated in the recruitment email (see Appendix A) that there was a 

second interview for clarifications, I did not schedule a second interview because there were 

scheduling complications due to time availability.    

Another limitation was the sample size of Latina leaders, specifically superintendents and 

retired superintendents.  My initial sample size consisted of 18 potential Latina leaders: six 

aspiring, six practicing, and six retired.  Out of the 18 potential participants, 12 accepted and 

signed the consent form (see Appendix B).  However, I was only able to interview 10 
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participants.  Although my findings revealed rich data, I believe that the other eight potential 

participants would have imparted a wider, multi-dimensional perspective.  

Additionally, I found that Covid-19 recommended restrictions limited the study’s 

findings.  Although the data collection was conducted after school closures and schools 

reopened, Covid- 19 guidelines and recommendations were strictly enforced.  In the initial stages 

of my research, I had planned to conduct in-person observations and interviews using pláticas, a 

methodology used to capture the nuances of the Latino culture through dichos (sayings) and 

proverbios (proverbs).  However, during Fall of 2021, there was an increase of Covid- 19 cases 

and, to avoid further disruption to my study, I decided to conduct interviews using Zoom 

technology.  

Conclusion 

 Although the research on Latina leadership is emerging, the research is limited.  

However, my study adds to the research gap examining the factors that prevent leaders Latinas 

from accessing the superintendency.  Although there is still much work to be done to address the 

disparities between 6% of Latina superintendents to 61% of White males; and the contrasting 

figure of 74% of White female teachers to 12% of Latina female teachers, there are Latina 

leaders who are willing to share their stories.  In this research, I captured the voices of 10 

aspiring, practicing, and retired superintendents who are committed in fostering Latino 

community cultural wealth, asset-based social capital, and proved that: 1) Latina leaders’ 

aspirations and dreams of accessing the superintendency is a reality; 2) being bilingual and 

speaking Spanish is a valuable skill that connects and strengthens the Latino community; 3) the 

Latino family history is the acquired cultural knowledge of past generations; 4) Latina leaders 

have developed strategies, resources, and have available networks. 5) Latina leaders have the 
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tenacity and acquired navigational strategies to traverse through multiple challenges in the 

patriarchal hegemonic institution of K-12 public schools; and 6) Latina leaders resist social 

injustice patriarch hegemonic norms; such as inequitable hiring practices and the implementation 

of traditional curriculum.  These six forms of Latino community sociocultural capital wealth are 

important to safeguard and transmit to future generations to unite the growing Latino 

community, which is projected to increase to by approximately 30 percent in the year 2060 (U.S. 

Census, 2020). 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Dear Superintendent,  

My name is Isabel Kelsey, a doctoral student at The University of Arizona. I am conducting 

research on Latina superintendents in the State of Arizona for my dissertation.  My research 

interest is finding challenges, successes and characteristics of Latina superintendents 

professional experiences regarding ascendency to the superintendency.  I am aware of your 

service as superintendent in Arizona through professional interactions such as workshops, 

conferences, AZALAS members or other Leadership organizations. I am interested in 

interviewing you for this study. Your participation will have important implications for future 

research, superintendent preparation programs, and will be of immense value to other Latinas 

aspiring to the superintendency.  

The University of Arizona IRB (Institutional Review Board) has approved the research.  The 

consent form will permit me to conduct research.  An electronic copy of the consent form is 

available in Dropbox@UA. All information collected will be treated with extreme 

confidentiality. Please contact me at (520) 393-9014 or email me at ikelsey@email.arizonna.edu, 

if you have any questions.  

Thank you for your time and consideration, 

Isabel Kelsey 
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RESEARCH TITLE : ACCESSING THE SUPERINTENDENCY 

RESEARCHER: ISABEL KELSEY 

APPENDIX B: CONSENT FORM 

The purpose of this research project is to investigate the challenges, successes and 
characteristics of Latina superintendents in Arizona. Your participation in this study is voluntary. 
You participation will be of immense value to aspiring Latina leaders seeking a superintendent 
position and will add to the administrative preparation programs and educational literature on 
this topic. The data for this study will be collected through interviews. Each participant is asked 
to participate in two, 1 hour Zoom interview with the researcher. The second interview will take 
place in case of clarifications or if the first interview is interrupted and not completed. With your 
permission, I would like to audiotape this interview so that I can make an accurate transcript. 
Once I have made the transcript, I will erase the recordings. Your name will not be in the 
transcripts or my notes. Information collected about you will not be used or shared for future 
research studies. The study is not funded and is part of a dissertation project for partial 
fulfillment of a doctoral degree at The University of Arizona. After the interviews, you will 
receive a $10. 00 gift card to Starbucks. If you have any questions, you may contact the 
researcher, Isabel Kelsey by telephone at 520 393 9014, email ikelsey@email.arizona.edu.   

The information that you provide in the study will be handled confidentially. However, 
there may be circumstances where this information must be released or shared as required by 
law. The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board (IRB) may review the research 
records for monitoring purposes.  Pertinent questions or concerns about the research, research 
participants' rights, and/or research-related injuries to participants should be directed to the 
Human Subjects Protection Program Director at 520 626 8630 or 
https://research.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-programs.  

 

• By completing this consent form you agree to participate in the study and understand that your 
participation in this research project is voluntary and that you may withdraw from the project at 
any time without prejudice or jeopardy to The University of Arizona.  

•  You many choose not to answer any question for any reason. 

•  All collected data is confidential and there are no direct benefits  

•  The names of participants and school districts will remain anonymous and pseudonym 
of your name will be used in the report. 

•  All hard copies will remain in a key required file cabinet in the researcher’s campus 
office, all other data records will be stored in Box@UA. 

•  All data and audio recordings remain on file for 6 years 

•  The summary of the findings will be provided to participants upon completion of 
the study, if requested. 
 
Your participation in this study is greatly appreciated.  
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I have read the consent form and I agree to participate in this research project. I grant 
permission to, Isabel Kelsey, to conduct the interview and complete the analysis and 
reporting of data in association with her dissertation for The University of Arizona.  

____________________________        ___________________________________  
Signature of participant                            Date  
 
 
Printed Name ________________________________  
Address ____________________________________  
District _____________________________________  
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APPENDIX C:  

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

Before Interview say: 

 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview.  The purpose of this interview is to add to 
the existing research on the challenges and successes you have experienced as an aspiring leader 
(alternative ending to question…. experienced as a superintendent). There are no right or wrong 
answers. 
 
 This interview is approximately one hour and a second interview may take place if a 
clarification is needed, if the first interview was not completed, interrupted, or technical issues 
arise. 
 
This interview is confidential.  In other words, what is shared in this interview will not be 
discussed with others. The findings will be summarized and categorized in general patterns and 
themes.  
 
Although we are using zoom for the interview, only the audio portion will be transcribed and the 
video will be deleted immediately.  Your name will be replaced with a pseudonym. 
 

Start Recording 

 

Introduction:  

 
1. Tell me a little about yourself, your educational background? 
2. What is your current position and how long have you held this position?   
3. Where you a classroom teacher, for how long?  
4. What grade levels did you teach? elementary, MS, high school?   
5. Where you a principal, for long? elementary, MS. High school? 
6. Do you think your education, educational career, leadership experiences prepared you to be 
superintendent? 
 
7. Aspiring Superintendent: why are you interested in becoming a superintendent? 
    Superintendent:  What got you interested in the superintendency? 
 
8. Superintendent: Can you described the school district(s) that you have served in?  For 
example, size, population, etc.? 
 

Latina Superintendent Challenges  

 

9. What challenges have you experienced in your career path as superintendent? 
    Can you provide an example? 
 
10. Have you encountered any challenges related to race? Can you provide an example? 
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11. Have you encountered any challenges related to gender? Can you provide an example? 
 
12. Have you experienced any other type of discrimination?  Have you ever felt that you could 
not speak out against an issue because you feared losing your job, mobility, ostracized, etc.? 

 

Effects to challenges 

 
13.  As a result of the discrimination that you experienced, where there any repercussions? 
 
14. Have the challenges you encountered related to race and/or gender or any other challenges 
have affected your career mobility?  
 
15. Have the challenges you encountered related to race and/or gender or any other challenges 
have caused you any negative effects in your persona? 
 
16. What strategies or resources have you used to deal with some of these challenges? 
 
17. At what point, did you become aware of racial, gender or other type of discrimination? How 
did you resist or challenges such discrimination? 
 

Career Mobility 

 

18. Do you think, you would be at this point in your career? Why? Why not? 
 
19. What support systems have you had in your career? 
 
20. What were your past career aspirations?  
 

Latina Superintendent Successes 

 

Say: In the previous section, you discussed challenges to the superintendency and their 

effects, in this section we will discuss your successes. 

 

21. What successes have you experience in your career as superintendent? 
 
22. What characteristics set you apart from other superintendents? Are they specific to being       
Latina or a women?  

 

23. What characteristics do you possess that have made you successful? How do you think you 
have developed these characteristic? 
 
24. As of 2021, there are only 6% of Latina superintendents in Arizona, what factors might 
prevent Latinas from accessing the superintendency? 
 
25.  Is there anything else you would like to add to the interview. 
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APPENDIX D:  

FOLLOW UP TO SEMI- STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 

 

 
1. In the first interview, I asked question x but after the data analysis, it wasn’t quite clear.  
Could you please clarify what you meant by______ ?  Could you provide an example?  
 

2. The first interview was interrupted because of X. We left off on question ____?  I would like 
to resume the interview starting on this question. 
 

3. Is there something you wanted to add to the previous interview since we last met? 
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