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ABSTRACT 

 
Superintendents of public school districts occupy positions of tremendous 

importance and influence (Sharp & Walter, 2004).  In total, the nation’s approximately 

14,000 superintendents are responsible for the educational outcomes of nearly 55 million 

K-12 students (US Department of Education, 2009).  Critical to the superintendent’s 

ability to bring about and maintain positive change in a district is the quality of the 

relationship the superintendent upholds with the school board (Petersen & Fusarelli, 

2001).  This study sought to identify strategies that successful superintendents use to 

establish and maintain positive and productive relationships with their school boards.  

Successful superintendents in this study were defined as proactive and purposeful 

superintendents who have demonstrated the ability to get things done and move the 

school district forward in a coherent and positive direction. 

Following Brunner’s (2000) methodology, a group of six award-winning current 

and former superintendents were recruited to serve as recommenders, selecting the two 

superintendents who participated in this study.  In an effort to avoid exclusive reliance on 

superintendent self-perceptions, two school board members from each district were 

randomly selected to participate.  Superintendents and school board members provided 

data through participation in one of two parallel semi-structured interviews.   

The results of this study indicated that successful superintendents ultimately 

sought to develop and maintain within their board an appropriate understanding of their 

role as board members.  This study posed a second question, “What characteristics and 

attributes do governing board members find desirable in their superintendent?”  
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Governing board members articulated a definitive need to be able to trust their 

superintendent.  Superintendents in this study were acutely aware of this board member 

need.    Governing board members articulated three primary superintendent traits that 

fostered and nurtured trust in their superintendent, including high-performance, strong 

communicative skills, and likeability of the superintendent.  

 However, the development of trust was more a means to an end, than an end in 

itself.  Superintendents used these traits to foster trust and ultimately to develop 

appropriate board member role understanding that focused board member attention and 

energy on policy objectives and away from administrative and managerial functions. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION  

In a 1915 report to the San Antonio (TX) School Board, Franklin Bobbitt wrote 

that education “is at present undergoing rapid changes.  Schools are reaching more 

people, are affecting them for a longer period, are called upon to do more things than 

formerly, are trying to adapt the school-work to the real needs…and are searching out 

more effective means and methods” (p.2).  That trend continues today, albeit with greater 

accountability and urgency.   

For most of the nation’s history, concerns regarding public education were 

addressed largely at the local level.  The successful launch of the Soviet satellite, Sputnik, 

in 1957, precipitated the first significant involvement of the federal government into 

education.  Still, it wasn’t until the 1983 publication of A Nation at Risk (National 

Commission of Excellence in Education, 1983) that education was brought to the front 

and center of the national agenda.  Created by former Secretary of Education, Terrel Bell, 

the commission wrote, 

If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre 

educational performance that exists today, we might have viewed it as an act of 

war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves. We have even 

squandered the gains in student achievement made in the wake of the Sputnik 

challenge. Moreover, we have dismantled essential support systems which helped 

make those gains possible. We have in effect, been committing an act of 

unthinking unilateral educational disarmament. (National 
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Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 112) 

Significant reforms have been attempted in the nearly thirty years that have 

followed.  However, fast forward a quarter of a century and many would argue public 

education remains in a state of crisis.  In a twenty-fifth anniversary response to the 

landmark report, the U.S. Department of Education stated,    

If we were “at risk” in 1983, we are at even greater risk now. The rising demands 

of our global economy, together with demographic shifts, require that we educate 

more students to higher levels than ever before. Yet, our education system is not 

keeping pace with these growing demands (2008, p.6) 

Called “the most negative brand in the country” by its former chief sponsor, California 

Congressman George Miller, No Child Left Behind has not substantially delivered upon 

its promise to improve the education of America’s school children.  Many critics cite the 

legislation’s overdependence on standardized test scores as a primary shortcoming.  

Neill, Guisbond and Schaeffer (2004) argue that accountability systems must include 

multiple sources of data to accurately measures student performance.  McLaren and 

Farahmandpur (2006) point out that the achievement gap between black and white 

students has actually grown despite the implementation of NCLB. 

Arguably, never before has the business of education been so complex and 

demanding.  Schools today are responsible for educating a more diverse student body 

than at any time in our nation’s history.  Our school systems must also prepare students to 

compete in a global marketplace during a time of transition for the national economy, as 

the country moves further away from a manufacturing economy and toward a service 
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economy.   Thomas Friedman, the author and New York Times columnist, captured this 

challenge, writing, “We are currently preparing our students for jobs that don’t exist, using 

technologies that haven’t been invented, in order to solve problems we don’t even know are 

problems yet” ( 2005, p. 365). 

It is not necessarily surprising then that Petersen and Short (2001) argue that the 

reinvention and transformation of American public schools is “one of the greatest 

challenges to education in the 21st century” (p. 533).  As chief executive officer of the 

local school district, the responsibility for achieving these crucial goals rests with the 

public school superintendent (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Kowalski, 2006; Kowalski & 

Brunner, 2005).  And Norton (2005) argues that the relationship a superintendent builds 

with the school board is a significant factor in how well the school district functions. 

Purpose of the Study 

During the past three decades as public expectations and political pressures have 

increased, schools have been asked to do much more with increasingly limited resources.   

Consequently the business of school leadership in general, and the superintendency 

specifically, has become increasingly complex (Carter & Cunningham, 1997). 

Contemporary Superintendents must not only manage curriculum, instruction and related 

programs, but also must be persuasive communicators and skilled politicians (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007).  One of the most important responsibilities of the superintendent is 

the relationship established with the school board (Norton, 2001).  Eadie (2007) refers to 

the relationship as a fragile, easily broken bond.   
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Given the above, there is a need in the research to discover what successful 

superintendents do to establish productive relationships with their governing boards.  

Therefore, the purpose of this grounded theory study was to develop a theory on how 

successful Arizona public school superintendents establish and maintain productive 

relationship with their governing boards.   

 The research questions were as follows: 

1. How do successful Arizona public school superintendents establish and 

maintain positive and productive relationship with their governing boards? 

2. What characteristics and aptitudes do governing board members find desirable 

in their superintendent? 

Statement of the Problem 

The position of superintendent is both demanding and stressful (Carter & 

Cunningham, 1997, Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  Nearly 60 percent of superintendents 

indicate they feel either considerable stress or very great stress in their job (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007).   Contributing to that stress are the often-difficult relationships that 

superintendents experience with their school boards (Cooper, Fursarelli, & Carella,2000).  

In fact, the overwhelming majority of research on the superintendency focuses on 

superintendent-school board relations (Blumberg & Blumberg, 1985; Petersen & 

Fusarelli, 2001).  And Norton (2001) found that 96 percent of Arizona superintendents 

believe that working effectively with the school board is a superintendent’s most 

important responsibility.  Unfortunately, school leaders often ascend to the 

superintendency with little or no experience in developing productive relationships with 
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their school boards.  Houston and Eadie (2005) elaborate, stating that superintendents 

“can move step-by-step from the classroom through various administrative positions, 

eventually making it to the top spot in their district …knowing virtually nothing about 

how to go about building a strong working relationship with their board” (p. viii). 

 
 
 
 

Significance of the Study 

American public schools have been crucial to the tremendous growth and 

prosperity the nation has enjoyed for much of its history.  Public schools have educated 

nearly 90 percent of America’s workforce, including doctors, engineers, scientists, and 

teachers (Goodman & Zimmerman, 2000).  At the center of this has been the local school 

district.  For “more than two centuries, the American public education system has thrived 

on local experimentation and avoided excessive centralization of power” (Goodman & 

Zimmerman, 2000, p. 2).  At the apex of the local district sits the school superintendent.  

The school superintendency is a position of tremendous importance and influence (Carter 

& Cunningham, 1997; Fusarelli, Cooper, & Carella, 2003: Houston, 1998; Glass, 2001a; 

Glass, 2001b; Goodman & Zimmerman, 2000; Kowalski, 2006; Orr, 2006; Sharp & 

Walter, 2004) as superintendents are responsible for more than 55 million students in 

nearly 15,000 public school districts across the nation (US Department of Education, 

2009).  It is equally complex; Goodman and Zimmerman (2000) argue that, “The 

complexities of modern-day education, together with today’s political realities, economic 
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constraints, and social problems, make the job of the superintendent one of the most 

challenging of all chief executive undertakings” (p. 10).   

Yukl’s (1994) research demonstrates that superintendents, as the district leader, 

are well-positioned to carry these tasks out, arguing, leadership influences,  

The interpretation of events for followers, the choice of objectives for the group 

or organization, the organization of work activities to accomplish objectives, the 

motivation of followers to achieve the objectives, the maintenance of cooperative 

relationships and teamwork and the enlistment of support and cooperation from 

people outside the group or organization. (p. 3) 

 Critical to the superintendent’s ability to bring about and maintain positive change 

in a district is the quality of the relationship the superintendent upholds with the school 

board (Petersen, 2002; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001; Petersen & Short, 2001; Petersen & 

Williams, 2005).  In an examination of superintendent leaders’ perceptions, Glass 

(2001b) notes “After years of highly publicized reform efforts, school reformers are 

beginning to take notice that superintendents and school boards are important participants 

in improving school performance” (p.1)  

High rates of turnover at the top compromise the possibility of sustained positive 

change and can shake the confidence (and consequently the support) community 

members have in the district (Shields, 2002).  The superintendency at present experiences 

an annual turnover rate of 16.9 percent (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  Furthermore, 

superintendent searches can be a costly process.  Glass (2001a) found that over half of all 

districts with at least 3000 students spent more than $10,000 on the search process.  This 
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does not include the cost associated with the likely change in direction that accompanies 

new leadership.  Additionally, Glass and Franceschini (2007) estimate that nearly 11,000 

superintendent positions will turnover in the next five years.  Consequently, just 15 

percent of current superintendents believe there is an adequate supply of candidates to 

assume these openings (Mansfield Sutton, Jobe, McCord, Jordan, Jordan, 2008).   

Finally, this research is significant because as Fusarelli (2005) notes, the majority 

of research on school leadership focuses on the principal.  Comparatively, research on the 

superintendency remains sparse. More specifically, Petersen and Fusarelli (2001) lament 

the lack of more recent studies on the superintendent school board relationship, noting 

that most theory constructs pertaining to the issue are 30-40 years old.  Fusarelli (2005) 

concludes by “call[ing] for a reexamination of our theories and constructs, particularly in 

light of the changes and issues facing superintendents and school boards [today]” (p. 

193).     

 
Assumptions of the Study 

 
 The following assumptions are made with regard to this study: 

1. Participating superintendents and school board members answered the 

research questions honestly. 

2. Participants adequately understood the role of both superintendent and 

governing board member in Arizona. 

3. Participating governing board members possess the knowledge and 

perspective to identify characteristics needed to be successful in the 

superintendency.    
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4. Participants accurately recalled both successful and unsuccessful 

initiatives. 

 
Methods 

 
This grounded theory study was developed to generate a theory on how 

superintendents establish and maintain positive and productive relationships with their 

governing board members.  Using qualitative methods, the researcher was interested in 

the perceptions of superintendents and governing board members.   Research studies that 

rely primarily on the self-reflections of participants ignore a significant limitation.  This 

study was interested specifically in the strategies that successful superintendents use to 

build productive relationships with their governing boards.  Successful superintendents in 

this study were defined as proactive and purposeful superintendents who have 

demonstrated the ability to get things done and move the school district forward in a 

coherent and positive direction. Using Brunner’s (2000) methods, a group of six award-

winning current and former superintendents were recruited to serve as recommenders.   

They were asked to identify superintendents that fit the above definition of successful 

superintendent and met the following criteria: 

• Have been continuously employed in their current superintendency for four or 

more years.   

•  Serve in a district with an enrollment of 1001 students or greater, the number of 

students necessary to qualify for medium-sized district status, as determined by 

the Arizona School Administrators (ASA). 

• Work in a district within a two-hour drive of Tucson, Arizona. 



23 
 

 

Two superintendents were identified by five of the six recommenders and they both 

agreed to participate in the study.  As alluded to earlier, in an effort to avoid exclusive 

reliance on self-perceptions, two governing board members from each district were 

randomly selected to participate in the study as well.   

Using qualitative methods, two parallel semi-structured interview protocols were 

developed and used to collect the data.  Superintendents were given the Superintendent 

Interview Protocol (Appendix A) and governing board members were given the 

Governing Board Interview Protocol (Appendix B).  

 

Limitations of the Study 
 
 The researcher acknowledges the following limitations of the study: 
 

1. The study only includes Arizona superintendents who are currently 

working in public school districts. 

2. The study is limited to successful superintendents, who possess at least 

four years of continuous service in a school district with at least 1001 

students. 

3.   The perceptions of two randomly selected governing board members 

do not necessarily reflect the feelings of the entire governing board.    

 
Definition of Key Terms 

 
Arizona School Administrators Association (ASA): An advocacy organization for K-12 

administrators that promotes and supports the role of school administrators.  
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Arizona School Boards Association (ASBA): An advocacy organization that represents 

240 public school governing boards and promotes community volunteer governance of 

public education and continuous improvement of student success by providing leadership 

and assistance to public school governing boards. 

Governing Board: A body organized for the government and management of the schools 

within a school district or a county (Arizona Revised Statutes, 15-101).  Each of the 

usually five members of an Arizona public school district governing board is popularly 

elected to staggered four-year terms.  Also, referred to as school boards. 

Governing Board Member:  A single member of an Arizona public school governing 

board.   Eligibility in Arizona is defined as “a person who is a registered voter of this state 

and has been a resident of the school district for at least one year immediately preceding the day 

of election is eligible for election to office.”  

Grounded Theory: Developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in 1967, grounded 

theory study strives to discover a theory.  Participants have all experienced the process 

and the theory is grounded in data collected from the participants (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990).      

Productive Relationship:  A relationship that increases the capacity of both parties to 

yield more favorable results.   

School district:  The local unit for a collection of schools.  In Arizona, school districts are 

comprised of K-8 schools (elementary districts), 9-12 schools (high school districts), or 

K-12 schools (unified districts).   
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Successful superintendents:  Proactive and purposeful superintendents who have 

demonstrated the ability to get things done and move the school district forward in a 

coherent and positive direction. This definition was created by the researcher and shared 

with nominators who assisted in the selection of participating superintendents.   

Superintendent: “The chief executive officer of the local board of education and is 

charged with the responsibility for carrying out their policies and administering district 

affairs” (Bjork, 2005, p. 7). 

Superintendent Tenure: The length of time a superintendent remains in the position. 

 
 

Organization of the Study 
 

This dissertation is organized into five chapters.  An introduction, the statement of 

the problem, significance of the study, and study limitations are included in Chapter one. 

  Chapter two presents a review of the literature.  More specifically, the chapter 

addresses literature relating to the current and historical state of the superintendency, the 

current and historical state of school boards, and superintendent-school board relations. 

  Chapter three details the research design and methodology used in this study.  

This grounded theory study is designed to discover how successful superintendents 

develop and maintain positive and productive relationships with their governing boards.   

Chapter four presents results of the data collection.  Data was collected through 

extended semi-structured interviews with superintendents who were identified as being 

successful and randomly selected members of their governing boards.   
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Chapter 5 includes a summary of the study, the research findings, implications, 

and recommendations for further research.     
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CHAPTER 2 
 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
 

“There is much about the current role [of superintendent] that is dysfunctional.  
Expectations and resources are mismatched.  Accountability and authority are 

misaligned.” 
- Paul Houston 

 
K-12 public education is in the midst of the most aggressive, wide-ranging, and 

sustained effort to reinvent education in the nation’s history (Bjork, Glass, & Brunner, 

2005; Bjork & Kowalski, 2005).  In January 2002, George Bush signed the No Child Left 

Act (NCLB, 2001) into law.  The act, which reauthorized the landmark Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1965, was transformational in nature, significantly 

increasing the federal government’s influence in K-12 public education.  In laying out his 

framework for public education, President Bush stated, “[NCLB] expresses my deep 

belief in public schools and their mission to build the mind and character of every child, 

from every background,” (Executive Summary, 2002, p. 1).  Since that time however, 

NCLB has polarized leaders, desperate to reform an education system some view as 

“organized around the same principles as factory production lines,” (McLaren & 

Farahmandpur, 2006, p. 3).   The federal government has continued to influence the 

education debate during the Obama Administration. The United States Department of 

Education, for example, is attempting to encourage innovation through the distribution of 

$4 billion in funding to states that demonstrate a willingness to embrace new models.   

Research in educational administration is dominated by studies surrounding the 

principalship.  However, the increased attention given to public education during the past 

several decades has subsequently increased interest in the superintendency (Bjork, Glass, 
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& Brunner, 2005).  Bjork and Kowalski (2005) assert that “superintendents are being 

viewed as pivotal actors in the algorithm of school improvement and student 

achievement” (p. vii).   

A vital research resource on the superintendency is the 10-year report, 

commissioned by the American Association of School Administrators and its precursor, 

the National Education Association’s (NEA) Department of Superintendence.  Since 

1923, an extensive quantitative survey has been administered at least once each decade to 

a significant representative sampling of the nation’s superintendents.  These reports 

provide the most comprehensive quantitative data on the state of the superintendency. 

Approximately one-third (34.6%) of current superintendents stated that their 

primary motivating factor for pursuing the superintendency was the “desire to have a 

greater impact on student achievement” (Glass & Franceschini, 2007, p. 45).  Still, the 

literature on superintendents as instructional leaders is sparse.  George Petersen, a 

researcher at California Polytechnic State University has perhaps been the most active 

researcher in this area, and his work on superintendents as instructional leaders is limited 

to several projects (Petersen, 1999, 2002; Petersen & Barnett, 2005)   

The overwhelming majority of research on the superintendent focuses on 

superintendent-school board relations (Blumberg & Blumberg, 1985; Petersen & 

Fusarelli, 2001).  This is pertinent for several reasons.  First, Norton (2001) found that 96 

percent of Arizona superintendents believe that working effectively with the school board 

is a superintendent’s most important responsibility. Second, there is considerable public 

perception that superintendent school board relations are trending towards disharmonious 
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(Cooper, Fursarelli, & Carella,2000; Fuller, et al, 2003). Third, Glass & Franceschini 

(2007) found that half of all superintendents spend at least three hours a week 

communicating with their board, and Norton (2001) argues that the superintendent is the 

sole or a significant source for board member orientation more than 70 percent of the 

time. 

The modern American public school superintendency is a complex and 

demanding profession (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Cooper, et al., 2000).  Paul 

Houston, a former superintendent and former executive director of the American 

Association of School Administrators argues, “The superintendents of schools in 

America have one of the most responsible and complex roles in modern society. The 

superintendents’ role makes them central to the welfare of their communities…but their 

job is rarely understood or fully appreciated” (Glass & Franceschini, 2007, p. ix).     

 Fusarelli and Fusarelli (2005) note that as the job’s demands have increased, so 

too have the preparation and skills required.  Glass and Franceschini found that 51 

percent of superintendents possess doctoral degrees, nearly five percentage points higher 

than in 2000 and more than 20 percentage points higher than  in 1971 (Glass, Bjork, & 

Brunner, 2000).  Furthermore, superintendents are assuming the position at later stages in 

their careers.  Glass and Franceschini note that the average age of superintendents in 

2006 was 54.6 years and that just 23.3 percent of superintendents were under the age of 

50.    

Kowalski (2005c) argues that “Normative roles expectations for local school 

district superintendents have evolved over the past 150 years, incrementally becoming 
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more extensive, complex, and demanding” (p. 1).   Despite this apparent increase in 

preparation and professional experience before reaching the superintendency, debate 

continues on the most appropriate standards and preparation for aspiring superintendents.  

Acknowledging the many reports critical of traditional university-based preparation 

programs, states have reduced requirements for licensure as a superintendent, including 

nine that no longer require a license at all (Kowalski, Petersen, & Fusarelli, 2008). 

Nevertheless, general consensus holds that if superintendents are to be successful, 

they must establish and maintain effective relationships with their school boards (Norton, 

2001; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001; Shields, 2002).  General consensus also holds that 

typically superintendents who possess strong communication skills (Kowalski, 2005a, 

2005c), establish clearly defined roles with their boards (Norton 2005), and have 

attractive personal character traits such as honesty and integrity (Glass & Franceschini, 

2007) are more likely to establish and maintain effective relationships with their school 

boards.  This research study is interested in discovering the specific actions and strategies 

successful school superintendents employ to establish and maintain effective 

relationships with their school boards.  Ultimately, through this study, it is hoped the 

researcher will be able to identify the most essential characteristics successful 

superintendents possess who foster and maintain positive relationships with their school 

boards.        

The remainder of this chapter will review the most pertinent literature on the 

superintendency, school boards, and superintendent-school board relations.  Specifically, 

the review will begin with a brief historical exploration of the superintendency, from its 
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humble beginnings to the complex position of today.  In fact, Callahan (1966) and 

Houston (2001) have identified the superintendent as the most critical position in a school 

district.  Central to this exploration is a detailed examination of five historical role 

conceptualizations of the superintendency as posited by Callahan (1966) and Kowalski 

(2005c).  The review will continue with an overview on the current state of the position 

of superintendent, including sections focused on female superintendents and 

superintendency tenure.  The superintendency has always been a male dominated 

profession (Glass et al., 2000).  However, females make up a rapidly growing 

demographic in the superintendency, increasing in representation from 6.2 percent in 

1992 to 21.7 percent of all superintendents in 2006 (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  

Additionally, public perception holds that the superintendency is a profession in crisis 

(Fuller et al., 2003), facing declining tenure rates (Council of Great City Schools, 2008; 

Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Shields, 2000).  This is potentially troublesome, given 

research-based assertions that indicate that successful and sustainable school reform takes 

years to implement (Natkin, Cooper, Alborano, et al., 2003; Sergiovanni, 1999).   

The second section reviews the extant literature pertaining to local school boards.  

Hess (2002) notes that, “Despite the magnitude of this responsibility, popular 

understanding of school boards and their work generally rests on anecdotes and news 

stories.  Our lack of knowledge leaves us ill-equipped to appreciate or address the 

challenges school boards face” (p. 6).  The limited literature that exists pertaining to 

school boards largely focuses on the changing motivations for school board membership 

(Mountford, 2004; Tallerico, 1989).  This section begins with a brief historical 
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examination on the evolution of school boards.  It is followed by a discussion on the 

demographic make-up of today’s board member, relying heavily on data extracted from 

Hess’s study.      

The third and final section of this literature review will address the existing 

literature on superintendent - school board relations.  Numerous researchers posit that the 

relationship a superintendent has with the school board directly impacts overall 

productivity of the school district (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Eadie, 2003; Kowalski, 

2006).    

Section I: The Superintendency 

A Historical Examination of the Superintendency 

 The superintendent of schools serves as the Chief Executive Officer of the school 

district, responsible directly to the governing board for the day-to-day operations of the 

district.  Callahan (1966) calls the superintendent of schools “the most crucial person in 

any school system” (p. 1).  However, this was not always the case as the superintendency 

is a relatively new profession, created when school districts became too large and 

complex for board members to manage directly.  From their inception in the mid 1600’s, 

school boards and their individual members were responsible for both policy and 

overseeing day-to-day operations of the district (Carter & Cunningham, 1997, Kowalski 

2005c; Norton, 2005; Norton et al, 1996).  This was relatively easy as the vast majority of 

school districts consisted of a single school, and often a single classroom.   As 

urbanization increased and school districts consolidated, the size and complexity of 

school districts serving those students grew as well (Kowalski, 2005c).  On June 9, 1837 
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the city of Buffalo, New York appointed its first superintendent and Louisville, Kentucky 

followed later that same month (Campbell, et al, 1990). By 1860, 27 school districts 

nationally had hired superintendents (Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2000) and by 1890, 42 

urban school districts employed superintendents (Norton, 2005).  Still, early in its 

existence, the superintendency remained largely clerical in nature (Glass, Bjork, & 

Brunner, 2000), limited primarily to “assisting the board with the day-to-day details” 

(Carter & Cunningham, 1997, p. 21).   

The superintendency has evolved considerably, from the clerical assistants of the 

mid 1800’s to the chief executives of today.  Contemporary superintendents are 

responsible, in most cases for overseeing multi-million dollar organizations that are 

frequently one of the area’s largest employers.  Likewise, the expectations placed on 

superintendents have correspondingly increased as well.  As part of his historical analysis 

of the position of superintendent, Callahan (1966) identified four historical role 

conceptualizations of the superintendency; those of superintendent as teacher-scholar, 

superintendent as manager, superintendent as democratic leader, and superintendent as 

applied social scientist.  More recently, Kowalski (2005a; 2005c) identified a fifth, 

superintendent as communicator.  This is important because, taken together these role 

conceptualizations “provide an essential framework for understanding the complexity of 

the position and the knowledge and skills required for effective practice” (Kowalski, 

2005c, p. 2-3).  It is also important because these differing role conceptualizations 

demonstrate the incredible internal and external pressures placed on the superintendency.  

Callahan (1966) notes that throughout the existence of the superintendency, “sometimes 
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the major thrust for change has come from outside the profession and sometimes from 

within.  Actually, the changes have always been a result of both forces” (p. 188).   

Finally, it is important to understand that none of the five role conceptualizations have 

existed entirely independent of the others or completely gone away.  Today’s 

superintendents must be responsive to multiple constituency groups.  Houston argues that 

superintendents “play a political role balancing the desires of parents and taxpayers, staff 

and community, liberals and conservatives, and religious and secular interests (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007, p. ix).     

Superintendent as Teacher-Scholar (1850 – 1900) 

The position of superintendent from its inception in the mid 1800’s until the early 

1900’s was analogous to the role of lead teacher (superintendent as teacher-scholar) or 

master teacher, primarily responsible for the supervision of the classroom and input on 

curricular issues (Kowalski, 2005a).  The common school movement that began in the 

northeast in the 1840’s saw one state after another pass legislation requiring the creation 

of locally-controlled free public schools, supported by local property taxes.  State 

economies, particularly in the northeast, were gradually becoming more complex and 

interconnected, creating a need for a more educated work force.  Additionally, 

immigration of non western-European populations was growing.  Public schools were to 

be charged with the responsibility to indoctrinate students into the American culture and 

this required centralization of curriculum development and instructional delivery.  Local 

school district superintendents were responsible for ensuring the implementation of the 

state curriculum at the local level (Kowalski, 2005c).   
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By the 1870’s urban school systems were growing at rapid rates as the nation’s 

population exploded.  Superintendents dedicated the majority of their time to curricular 

and instructional supervision, leaving the operational aspects of the district to the school 

board and other individuals (Spring, 2004).  Reavis (1946) remarked that during this time 

the “superintendent in a city school system was expected to perform the functions of an 

educational prophet.  He was supposed to know the solution for all the local problems in 

the field of instruction” (p. 518).  School boards continued to manage the day-to-day 

business activities of local districts.  Kowalski and Brunner (2005) note the roles of 

teacher and administrator were not considered separate professions during the late 

1800’s.  In many respects, the superintendency of the late 1800’s was a position truly 

focused on instructional leadership.  This is well captured by Cuban (1976), quoting a 

report on the urban superintendency during the 1890’s, 

It must be made his recognized duty to train teachers and inspire them with high 

ideals; to revise the course of study when new light shows that improvement is 

possible; to see that pupils and teachers are supplied with needed appliances for 

the best possible work; to devise rational methods of promoting pupils (p. 16).  

By the turn of the twentieth century, the role emphasis of superintendents as 

teachers-scholars began to diminish.  However, the notion of the superintendent as the 

chief instructional leader of the school district has never disappeared.  The research on 

the impact that superintendents have on student achievement is limited and the results 

mixed.  Petersen (2002) notes that the majority of these studies have been limited to 
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collecting superintendents self-perceptions of their administrative work in the area of 

curriculum and instruction.   

Rather than replicating previous work, Petersen (2002) sought to examine 

principals’ and school board members’ perceptions of their corresponding 

superintendents as instructional leaders.  The study used multiple criteria to identify 

instructionally focused superintendents in excelling districts.  Five districts were selected 

to participate in the study and 46 principals and 32 board members were asked to 

complete surveys.  Petersen found that a significant relationship exists between “the 

articulated instructional vision of the district superintendent and the district’s ability to 

become academically successful” (p. 166).  The findings were particularly important 

given the recent public outcry for increased site-based decision-making and 

decentralization of school districts.  This study provides a defense for a certain level of 

centralization in school districts.  Also, superintendents are ultimately held accountable 

by school boards for increased student achievement and Petersen’s research demonstrates 

“the critical importance of the superintendent’s individual action and modeling of an 

academically oriented vision on the district’s ability to focus on the academic 

achievement of children” (p. 167).       

Superintendent as Manager (1900 – 1930) 

By 1910, a move was underway to transfer more of the managerial duties to the 

superintendent (superintendent as manager).  Again, the notion of superintendent as the 

district’s instructional leader, like each of the role conceptualizations, has never fully 
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disappeared.  In fact, instructional leadership may be even more important in today’s era 

of increased accountability and focus on student achievement.   

Early on, school boards had been reluctant to hire superintendents.   And when 

they did, many school boards purposely limited the position’s role, viewing 

superintendents as a threat to their power (Carter & Cunningham, 1997).  However the 

highly political and unethical behavior of many school boards demonstrated a need for 

greater apolitical management of the district (Kowalski, 2006).  At the same time the 

nature of schooling was becoming increasingly complex.  The mass influx of immigrants 

during the late 1800’s was creating a strain on schools, which up until now had been 

responsible for largely homogenous student populations (Jackson, 1995).  A new need 

existed to “Americanize” immigrant children.  At the same time, the United States was 

changing from a rural, agrarian society into a more urban, industrialized nation. In 1860, 

only four cities had population in excess of 200,000 people (US Census, 2009).  By 1910, 

28 urban centers had populations greater than 200,000 (US Census, 2009) and one-

seventh of the population was foreign-born (Evans, 1998).   This transformation would 

prove to be particularly important for superintendents.   

Between 1900 and 1920, as the role conceptualization of the superintendency was 

in a state of transition, superintendents played a key role in two movements that impacted 

public schools significantly; Taylor’s (1911) scientific management and the good-

government movement (Jackson, 1995).   As school districts grew, school boards became 

more concerned with resource management and consequently began demanding that 

superintendents incorporate the principles of scientific management into the district 
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(Kowalski, 2006).  The good government movement was one of the primary aims of the 

Progressive Era (circa 1890-1920).  Progressives championed a more proactive 

government that foresaw challenges and sought ways to efficiently expand and improve 

public services, including schools.                

Frederick Taylor, a significant contributor to what Callahan (1962) later coined 

the “cult of efficiency,” brought a scientific bent to management, believing there is one 

best way of doing things and discovering that one best way and then implementing 

procedures to ensure that efficiency is leadership’s responsibility (1915).  Taylor (1911) 

described high-performance management as “knowing exactly what you want men to do, 

and then seeing that they do it in the best and cheapest way” (p. 21).  Franklin Bobbitt 

and Elwood Cubberly championed scientific management and urged its inclusion in 

public schools (Kowalski, 2005c).  Using the rapidly growing (at that time) town of Gary, 

Indiana as an example, he made the case to operate school systems through the use of 

scientific management (1912).  Kliebard (2004) notes,  

Of the varied and sometimes frenetic responses to industrialism and to the 

consequent transformation of American social institutions, there was one that 

emerged clearly dominant both as a social ideal and as an educational doctrine.  It 

was social efficiency that, for most people, held out the promise of social stability 

in the face of cries for massive social change, and that doctrine claimed the now-

potent backing of science in order to insure it. (p. 76)   

The acceptance of the scientific management approach required schools to orientate 

themselves more toward a business-like model.  For superintendents, this had the 
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advantage of creating “an elaborate centralized bureaucracy” (Jackson, 1995, p. 12), that 

added to the influence and prestige of the position.   

 By the conclusion of World War I, Bobbitt’s (1913) scientific method in 

curriculum-making began influencing curricular decisions across the United States.  He 

proposed a forward-thinking role for schools, heavy on professional preparation and 

meeting the needs of the industrialized nation.  Bobbitt argued, “As the world presses 

eagerly forward toward the accomplishment of new things, education also must advance 

no less swiftly…the present program of public education was mainly formulated during 

the simpler conditions of the nineteenth century…A program never designed for the 

present day has been inherited” (In Flinders & Thorton, 2004, p. 9).  

 Bobbitt’s influence was of considerable benefit to the superintendency.   His 

caveat that “To do the nineteenth-century task better than it was then done is not 

necessarily to do the twentieth-century task” (p. 9), served as a warning shot for schools.  

The nation was changing and so too, must schools.  Bobbitt (1913) believed education 

could no longer be subject to the practical judgments and intuitions of laymen.  It was too 

complex.  Education in the 20th century would require professional educational leaders.  

Superintendents would now be intimately involved in matters of budget, facilities, 

operations, and personnel (Callahan, 1966).   District leaders would now be seen as 

professional managers, bringing new levels of prestige and credibility to the position.  

Recognizing this change, Cubberley (1915) stated that, “School supervision represents a 

new profession, and one which in time will play a very important part in the development 

of American life” (p. 147). 
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Superintendent as Democratic Leader (1930 – 1950) 

 By 1930, the harsh economic realities resulting from the Great Depression 

required superintendents to engage the public in an effort to compete for scarce resources 

(superintendent as democratic leader) (Kowalski, 2005c; Kowalski, 2006).  

Superintendents, who had supported the move toward imitating the traits of industrial 

leaders, were now criticized for consolidating power and creating layers of bureaucracy 

(Kowalski, 2005c).  The good government movement had encouraged the concept of 

superintendent as apolitical leader.  This notion was widely-supported in theory, but 

probably far less accurate in reality.  Bjork & Gurley (2005) argue that “responding to 

demands from multiple and diverse groups and graciously enduring criticism require 

more than street-level political savvy.  They require understanding the purpose of public 

education and acuity for achieving balance through democratic processes” (p. 163-164).  

Some of the most successful and longest-tenured superintendents were politically adroit.  

For example, Jackson (1995) cites the career of Frank Cody, who served as the 

superintendent of Detroit public schools from 1918 to 1941.  “Cody never abandoned the 

political strategies that had linked him successfully to the Detroit community…[He] was 

a talented politician in both local and national networks and each provided a kind of 

insurance policy against adversity” (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, In Jackson, 1995).   

The stock market crash of 1929 and ensuing Great Depression of the 1930’s 

reduced the push that schools mirror business practices.  The extreme scarcity of 

resources forced less pragmatic superintendents and educational scholars to eventually 

acknowledge that lobbying and overt political activity was not unprofessional, and in fact 
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was now necessary (Bjork & Lindle, 2001).   Just as importantly, Americans, in large 

numbers, embraced the populist idea that schools should prepare children for 

participation in a democratic society (Bjork & Gurley, 2005).   Consequently, the role of 

superintendent needed to change in order to meet the community expectation of 

educational statesman.  

Additionally, the inevitable pushback to the heavily impersonal and bureaucratic 

nature of scientific management was a leadership movement that focused more on the 

human element. By the late 1920’s, scientific management began to fall out of favor 

among many students of leadership.  Recognizing that leadership was not just a science, 

but an art as well, researchers began to focus on the “human element” (Tead & Metcalf, 

1920, 1979).  This marked a critical change in leadership theory.  Researchers now 

argued that leadership must take into account the emotional and physical diversity found 

within humans and that worker motivation is a critical variable.  Mary Parker Follett 

(1924) was one of the first researchers to recognize the importance of the human element. 

She urged, “The greatest need of today is a keen, analytical, objective study of human 

relations” (p.1) and recognized the value inherent in collective deliberations that included 

management and labor, working together towards agreed upon goals. An increased 

interest in a return to more participatory government was natural and, by the conclusion 

of World War II, superintendents were expected to engage the community in discourse 

and marshal all available resources (Kowalski, 2005c; 2006). 

The superintendent was now expected to be a highly-effective communicator with 

the external community, capable of developing relationships, negotiating among 
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competing constituencies, and facilitating the bargaining process.  Superintendents were 

required to rely more and more on political skills if they were to successfully move their 

districts forward.  Still, the notion of superintendent as statesmen, or democratic leaders, 

was coming under attack by researchers who believed the notion was too idealistic 

(Kowalski, 2006).  Concerns that scientific management had previously discouraged 

public participation in educational issues became less pressing as schools entered a more 

technical age. 

Nevertheless, like the previous role conceptualizations, the notion of 

superintendent as democratic leader still exists to a considerable extent.  For example, 

15.5 percent of superintendents believe the board expects them to serve as a political 

leader (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  And Glass et al. (2000) found that 58 percent of 

superintendents believe that community organizations attempt to influence school board 

decision-making.      

  

Superintendent as Applied Social Scientist (1950 – 1967) 

Several significant events contributed to the evolution of the superintendency 

once again (superintendent as applied social scientist).  Callahan (1966) noted a growing 

displeasure with democratic leadership, with critics charging that it caused more 

problems than it solved.  Brown v. Board of Education, the 1954 US Supreme Court case 

that outlawed segregation in schools was the start of an era of increased political activity 

that saw a corresponding increase in public dissatisfaction with schools (Jackson, 1995, 

Kowalski, 2006).  At the same time, city dwellers were beginning to move to new 
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suburban communities in large numbers, facilitating the start of a decline in the 

performance of urban school districts across the country.  The successful launch of 

Sputnik in 1957 by the Soviet Union focused attention on shortcomings in math and 

science education. In response, Congress passed the National Defense Education Act, 

which allocated $1 billion for the advancement of science curriculum in public schools.  

It was the first major foray into public education by the federal government, a domain 

that had been exclusively a local and state responsibility up to this point.  A number of 

America’s largest school districts saw superintendent turnover escalate as many district 

leaders struggled to managed the numerous outside influences impacting public schooling 

(Jackson, 1995).   

These were all external events impacting public school districts.  Previously, 

district leadership had focused primarily on internal operations.  As public school 

systems garnered more attention, a move began in earnest to make educational 

administration an academic discipline equal to that of business administration (Kowalski, 

2006). Systems theory (Getzels & Guba, 1957) was increasingly emphasized in 

educational administration graduate programs and course work began to focus on the 

many external factors impacting schools (Kowalski, 2006).  In addition to managing 

finances and personnel, superintendents were expected to resolve conflict, engage and 

partner with outside groups, build consensus among multiple stakeholders, and solve the 

many social problems found in an increasingly multicultural society (Carter & 

Cunningham, 1997, Kowalski, 2005c).   
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The notion of superintendents as applied social scientists still exists today.  For 

example, nearly half (49.6 percent) of current superintendents believe they were hired to 

serve as educational leaders (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  This involves having detailed 

working knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices.  Furthermore, 

Fusarelli and Fusarelli (2005) argue that “Long gone are the days when superintendents 

simply asked the community for more resources; today, superintendents must also justify, 

often in great detail, why those additional resources are needed and exactly how they will 

be used to benefit all children” (p. 188).   

Fusarelli and Fusarelli (2005) attribute at least two shifting trends to the renewed 

focus on superintendents as applied social scientists. First, passage of No Child Left 

Behind required school districts, and specifically their leaders, to focus on ensuring the 

increased academic achievement of all children.  In order to meet rising federal 

expectations, superintendents have employed data-driven decision-making and become 

far more intimately involved in issues of student achievement.  Second, responding to 

identified needs, superintendent preparation programs have begun to focus more on social 

justice and equity for all.  Fusarelli and Fursarelli argue that “Complex societal issues 

such as poverty, racism, unemployment and underemployment, drugs, and violence affect 

both the nature of schools and schooling and the expectations the public has placed upon 

those who lead educational institutions” (p. 197).  This shift in emphasis of 

superintendent preparation programs seems appropriate.  Glass and Franceschini (2007) 

found that 71.3 percent of superintendents felt their preparation program was either very 

effective or effective.  Further evidence that the superintendent as applied scientist role is 
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still relevant may be found in the fact that today 50.7 percent of superintendents possess 

doctoral degrees compared with 29 percent in 1971 (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Glass et 

al., 2000).   

Superintendent as Communicator (1850 – Present) 

By the turn of this century Kowalski advocated for a fifth role conceptualization 

(superintendent as communicator).  Obviously, communication was considered a 

requisite skill in each of Callahan’s (1966) role conceptualizations, but communication in 

the age of school reform and accountability is paramount, argues Kowalski (2005c).  It 

should no longer be viewed as a variable skill, but instead a mandatory role 

characterization (Kowalski, 2005a).  He notes, “Virtually every major school 

improvement concept and strategy encourages superintendents to work collaboratively 

with principals, teachers, parents, and other taxpayers to build and pursue collective 

visions” (2005c, p. 11).  Communication and culture have become inextricably linked.  It 

makes sense.  Researchers have identified culture as one of the most critical attributes in 

any change process, including school reform (Schein, 2004; Fullan, 2001; Sergiovanni, 

1999; Kotter, 1998).  Schein (2004) believes that culture defines organizations and it 

dictates what employees pay attention to and the course of action leaders within those 

organizations take. Axley (1996, in Kowalski, 2005c) states, “Communication gives rise 

to culture, which gives rise to communication, which perpetuates culture” (p. 153).       

An understanding of the aforementioned role conceptualizations is important for 

at least two reasons.  First, states, failing to recognize the unique demands placed on 

superintendents, are continuing the trend of eliminating formal requirements for 
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superintendency certification.  For example, in Tennessee the only remaining requirement 

is a bachelor’s degree (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  Local school districts, largely in the 

most prominent urban districts, appear more willing to hire non-traditional candidates, 

with mixed results.  Los Angeles Unified, the nation’s second-most populous school 

district, enjoyed a reasonable amount of reform success under Roy Romer, a former 

governor of Colorado and Democratic National Committee Chairman.  But the results 

were, by all accounts, disastrous during David Brewer’s short tenure as superintendent 

(McDonald, 2007).  A career-naval officer, Brewer had no formal educational leadership 

experience.  The district has since hired a traditional superintendent.   

Second, the role conceptualizations “provide an essential framework for 

understanding the complexity of the position and the knowledge and skills required for 

effective practice” (Kowalski, 2005c, p. 3).  The superintendency is not easily 

comparable to other chief executive positions.  Superintendents are ultimately responsible 

for two items of primary importance to the public; their children and their tax dollars.  

Resources are typically scarcer then in the private sector and superintendents must juggle 

many competing demands, hamstrung by restrictive policies.  Houston (2001) argues, 

“Much about the current role is dysfunctional…Expectations and resources are 

mismatched.  Accountability and authority are misaligned” (p. 430). 

State of the Superintendency 

 In 1965, The National Education Association’s Policies Commission wrote of the 

superintendency; 
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The superintendency of schools is one of the most crucial and perhaps most 

difficult public positions in American life today.  The occupant of this position, 

more than any other single person in the community, influences the shape of 

public education.  Thus he has a basic role in determining what will become of the 

young people of his community, and through them what his community and the 

nation will become. (p. 1) 

That statement may have even greater relevancy when discussing the superintendent of 

the 21st century.  Most superintendents agree that the issues school districts face today are 

similar to those of years past, with one notable exception; the size and complexity of 

issues is far greater (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001; Petersen & 

Short, 2001; Orr, 2006). Glass (2001b) found that 71 percent of “superintendent leaders” 

and nearly 90 percent of all superintendents (Cooper, Fusarelli, & Carella, 2000) believe 

the superintendency is in a state of crisis.   The superintendency has, in recent years, 

become even more demanding and conflict-laden (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Cooper, 

Fusarelli, & Carella, 2000; Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2000; Glass & Franceschini, 2007; 

Houston, 2001; Kowalski, 2006; Natkin, et al., 2003; Orr, 2006; Petersen & Short, 2001; 

Pardini & Lewis, n.d.; Renchler, 1992; Sharp & Walter, 2004; Tallerico, 1989).  Board 

relations have become more contentious and less predictable (Bjork, Bell, & Gurley, 

2002; Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Feuerestein & Opfer, 1998; Houston, 2001; 

Kowalski, 1995; Mountford, 2004; Orr, 2006; National School Boards Association, 1996; 

Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001; Renchler, 1992).  No Child Left Behind’s (2001) rigid 

benchmarks have increased the level of accountability expected from school districts.  
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Half of all superintendents are concerned with how they will get all children in their 

districts to perform at grade-level proficiency, regardless of socio-economic condition 

and 27 percent feel there is not enough funding to comply with the mandates (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007).   

There is growing concern that superintendent tenure is in decline (Fuller et al. 

2003; Glass, et al., 2000; Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Kowalski, 2006; Natkin et al., 

2003; Renchler, 1992; Shields, 2002; Yee & Cuban, 1996).  Furthermore, the 

superintendency is an aging profession (Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Houston, 1998; 

Mansfield Sutton et al., 2008).  Pay and benefits, though improving, are not 

commensurate with the challenges of the job and well below comparable wages for 

similar private-sector jobs (Fusarelli, Cooper, & Carella, 2003; Goodman & Zimmerman, 

2000).  And Fuller et al., (2003), in their expansive study of urban superintendents, quote 

one superintendent, stating, “The superintendency as now structured is undoable” (p.12). 

Given all that, the question arises, “Who would want to be a superintendent?”  

Perhaps not surprisingly, there is a shrinking pool of applicants (Mansfield Sutton, et al., 

2008; Cooper, Fusarelli, & Carella, 2000; Glass, 2001b; Glass 2001c; Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007; Orr, 2006) and those assuming superintendencies are doing so later 

in their careers (Glass et al., 2000).  In fact Glass and Franceschini (2007) anticipate 

approximately 11,000 superintendent vacancies in the next five years.  This is troubling 

given that Glass (2001c) cites evidence that the quality of applicant pools is also 

decreasing.   
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Complicating matters is the fact that the superintendency today is still largely 

dominated by white males (Glass et al., 2000: Glass & Franceschini, 2007), both in 

occupancy of the position and research regarding the superintendency.   Far less is known 

about female superintendents than male superintendents.  Tallerico (1999) notes, “Of the 

approximately seventy-five years worth of extant scholarship relevant to the 

superintendency, most studies have either relied primarily on White, male samples, or 

have made no mention of the gender, racial, or ethnic backgrounds of their subjects” (p. 

29).  Even during their peak period of representation, between 1900-1930 when women 

accounted for 11 percent of all superintendents, the majority of women administrators 

were relegated to elementary school principalships and the less prestigious county and 

state superintendencies.  Males commanded the more influential and higher-paying high 

school principalships and local district superintendencies (Brunner & Grogan, 2007).  By 

1980, just one percent of superintendents nation-wide were female (Brunner & Grogan).     

Females in the Superintendency 

Recent data shows encouraging signs of change.  The percentage of female 

superintendents has increased from 13 percent in 2000 to nearly 18 percent by 2005 

(Dana & Bourisaw, 2006) and 21 percent in 2006 (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  Perhaps 

this is symptomatic of a greater crisis; 88 percent of superintendents believe the 

perceived superintendency shortage poses a significant threat to American public 

education (Cooper et al., 2000).  In an effort to find qualified candidates school boards 

may now be more receptive to female and minority candidates. Also, the high-stakes 

testing demands may be working in favor of aspiring female superintendents.  Women 
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superintendents are more likely than male superintendents to have worked in elementary 

schools and they have more years of classroom experience (Glass et. al, 2000; Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007; Grogan & Brunner, 2005).  For school boards concerned about test 

scores, candidates with more direct experience in building literacy and numeracy skills  

may be desirable (Brunner & Grogan, 2007).     

There are some interesting differences between male and female superintendents.  

More than twice as many female superintendents (58 percent compared to 24 percent) as 

male superintendents hold undergraduate degrees in education (Grogan & Brunner, 

2005).  Women superintendents are more likely than men to have spent time in a central 

office position (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  Female district leaders also have spent 

more years as classroom teacher compared with their male counterparts (Glass et al., 

2000; Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Grogan & Brunner, 2005).  While 40 percent of male 

superintendents have five or fewer years of teaching experience (Glass et al., 2000), 41 

percent of females spent at least 11 years as classroom teachers (Brunner & Grogan, 

2007).  Three-quarters of female superintendents feel that networking and connections 

plays a pivotal role in board selection of superintendents, compared with only half of 

male school chiefs (Glass et al., 2000).  This is likely a positive for women as they are 

more likely than men (23 percent to 17 percent) to be hired through a professional search 

firm (Grogan & Brunner, 2005).  Until recently, female superintendents were more likely 

to head smaller and rural districts (Glass et al., 2000, Tallerico, 1999).  More recent 

research reveals encouraging data; approximately 45 percent of women superintendents 

oversee urban and suburban school systems (Glass & Franceschini, 2007). Evidence also 
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exists that female-majority school boards hire female superintendents at a greater rate 

than male-majority boards (Tallerico, 1999).  Still, applicant pools are still 

disproportionally represented by white males.  Glass (2001a) found that while 85 percent 

of applicant pools included at least one woman, just 46 percent included a minority 

candidate.   

However, as school boards have been forced to focus more on curriculum and 

instruction (Bjork, 2005), it appears they may becoming increasingly interested in hiring 

female superintendents.  Both male and female superintendents believe the heightened 

awareness in curriculum and instruction is beneficial for aspiring female superintendents 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005).  Grogan and Brunner (2005) found that, when compared to 

male superintendents, female superintendents and assistant superintendents had more 

recent formal academic preparation and participated in professional development that 

focuses on curriculum and instruction more frequently.  Bjork (2005) argues that 

“knowing how to improve teaching and learning, [and] engaging teachers” (p. 16) is 

crucial for superintendents today.  Former executive director of the American Association 

of School Administrators, Paul Houston, maintains “that women culturally are well 

prepared for the role because they’re more collaborative and lean toward bringing more 

people together, which are some of the skills necessary for being a good superintendent” 

(Pascopella, 2008, p. 34). 

    The increased complexity and demands of leading K-12 public school systems 

(Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Cooper, Fusarelli, & Carella, 2000; Glass, Bjork, & 

Brunner, 2000; Glass & Franceschini, 2007; Houston, 2001; Kowalski, 2006; Natkin, et 
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al., 2003; Orr, 2006; Petersen & Short, 2001; Pardini & Lewis, n.d.; Sharp & Walter, 

2004) may also be beneficial for aspiring female superintendents.  As collaboration and 

community-building become more critical to success in the position (Bjork, 2005; Bjork 

& Lindle, 2001; Glass & Franceschini, 2007), there is evidence that women possess a 

disparate view of power compared with men (Brunner, 2000) that could be beneficial to 

the superintendency of the 21st century. Brunner (2000) studied 12 successful women 

superintendents to determine through their discourse if they experienced episodes or 

events of inequality and if so, how they overcame such obstacles. Overwhelmingly, the 

subjects viewed power as something to be shared with others.  One superintendent 

described it this way: “Power to me means serving.  It’s servant leadership.  Power means 

assisting other people to accomplish their goals, and that has a lot to do with the issues of 

collaboration” (Brunner, 2000, p. 88).     

Superintendent Tenure 

In addition to the over-representation of white males in the superintendency, there 

is considerable concern over the perceived insufficient length of superintendent tenure 

(Council of Great City Schools, 2008; Shields, 2002; Glass, Bjork, & Brunner,2000).  

Glass, Bjork, and Brunner (2000) calculated the current average length of tenure for all 

superintendents to be approximately 6 years. However, the duration is much shorter in 

the nation’s largest districts, where urban superintendents currently experience an 

average tenure of 3.5 years (CGCS, 2008).  Superintendents of Council of Great City 

School districts serve 15 percent of all students and nearly one-third of the nation’s low-

income students (CGCS, 2008).  While this is up slightly over the past several years, less 
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than 20 percent of current urban superintendents have been in office for five or more 

years (CGCS, 2008).  Moreover, 64 percent of school board presidents in 2001 reported 

turnover of three or more superintendents in the previous ten years (Glass, 2001a).  

Portland, Oregon Public Schools is a classic example of this rapid turnover, churning 

through three superintendents in less than four years (Buchanan, 2006).  Not surprising 

then, it appears that length of tenure may be decreasing.  A 2003 study conducted by 

Bredeson and Kose (2007) determined the mean number of years for superintendents in 

their current position to be 5.4 years.   

Concerns over declining tenure come at an inopportune time, as educational 

leadership has become increasingly complex and more crucial than ever to the successful 

operations of school systems (Alsbury, 2008; Barnett & McCormick, 2004; Bjork, 2005; 

Foley, 2001; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Waters & Marzano, 2006).  Superintendents play 

a pivotal and prominent role in K-12 education, including resource allocation and policy 

decisions (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Kowalski, 1999; Sharp & Walter, 1997).  Yukl’s 

(1994) research demonstrates that superintendents, as the district leader, are well-

positioned to carry these tasks out, arguing, leadership influences,  

The interpretation of events for followers, the choice of objectives for the group 

or organization, the organization of work activities to accomplish objectives, the 

motivation of followers to achieve the objectives, the maintenance of cooperative 

relationships and teamwork and the enlistment of support and cooperation from 

people outside the group or organization. (p. 3)  
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Research also supports the positive impact superintendents can have on student 

achievement (Bredeson, 1995; Bredeson & Kose, 2005; Cudiero, 2005; Petersen, 1999; 

Petersen, 2002; Waters & Marzano, 2006; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000).  In fact, leadership 

is second only to classroom instruction among factors that impact what students learn in 

school (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom,2004).  Superintendents are 

aware of their impact on curriculum and instruction and student achievement (Carter & 

Cunningham, 1997; Grogan & Brunner, 2005).  For example, nearly one-third of 

superintendents believe they were hired to be an instructional leader (Glass, Bjork, & 

Brunner, 2000).  This number is even greater for female superintendents, as 73 percent of 

women leaders participated in Association of Supervision and Curriculum Development 

sponsored activities, compared with less than 40 percent of male superintendents (Grogan 

& Brunner, 2005).  Bredeson (1995) maintains that superintendents can influence others 

by “demonstrating interest and attention to teaching and learning and viewing curriculum 

development as a primary administrative responsibility” (P. 16).  The challenge for 

superintendents, observes Bredeson (1995), is finding the time.  While most school chiefs 

agree that curriculum and instruction demands significant attention, they typically spend 

most of their time on other issues (Bredeson, 1995; Bredeson & Kose, 2007).  Fuller et al. 

(2003) discovered that superintendents feel that board members and local political issues 

require a substantial amount of time and deviate from focusing on student achievement.  

Bredeson and Kose (2007) note that the increased accountability inherent in K-12 

education has changed the focus of superintendents from “educational 

inputs…educational outputs” (p. 17) such as student learning outcomes. 
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Fullan (2002) observes that academic improvement occurs when leadership has 

sufficient time to implement reform measures.  Renchler (1992) argues that 

superintendents need to be “in position long enough to effect meaningful change” (p. 7).  

Moreover, there is evidence that when the chief executive officer leaves, the entire 

organization is affected, altering the strategic vision (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; 

Heimovics, Herman, & Jurkiewicz, 1995).  Natkin et al.6 (2003) found that lasting 

reforms take between 5 and 7 years to implement if permanency is desired.     

  

Adding to the intense pressures of the position are the myriad requirements 

interwoven into No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which has dramatically increased the 

level of accountability and transparency expected of schools and districts, particularly 

with respect to their subpopulations.  NCLB has changed the educational landscape, 

impacting curricular and instructional decisions in each of the nation’s nearly 15,000 

school districts.   In Arizona alone 67 school districts find themselves in school NCLB’s 

school improvement, and many more districts are likely to join them as the Annual 

Measurable Objectives increase significantly over the next several years.  In fact, to date, 

just one district in the state has exited school improvement.  School districts across 

Arizona and the nation are increasing the amount of time students spend on math and 

reading, often at the expense of fine arts, physical education, and other elective classes 

that aide in the development of the whole child.   
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Section II: School Boards 

A Historical Examination of School Boards 

A thorough discussion of superintendent-school board relations cannot occur 

without also looking at school boards.  They are inextricably linked.  Local school boards 

are governing bodies, responsible for the establishment of school policy at the local 

school district level.  School boards derive their authority from the actions of state 

legislatures.  Every state constitution contains a clause detailing the responsibilities of the 

state as it pertains to education.  In Arizona, Article 11 of the state constitution stipulates 

“The legislature shall enact such laws as shall provide for the establishment and 

;’gmaintenance of a general and uniform public school system” (Arizona Constitution, 

2009).  The size of school boards varies from state-to-state, though seven members per 

board are the most common (Hess, 2001).  In Arizona, the majority of governing boards 

consist of five members, though one district has seven members and 56 primarily small 

districts have just three members (ASBA, 2010).  Likewise, the number of districts per 

state also varies considerably, ranging from over 1000 districts in Texas to just a single 

state-wide district in Hawaii.  In Arizona, there are 218 public school districts.         

Nearly all school board members are elected and as elected bodies legally operate 

only as a whole body, when officially meeting (NSBA, 1996).  State open-meeting laws 

require that any meeting of a majority of a school board’s members be posted in advance 

of the meeting (Kowalski, 2006).  In Arizona board meeting agendas must be posted at 

least 24 hours in advance of the meeting.  Individual board members are not legally 

authorized to act in any official capacity on their own (Norton, 2005).  Despite these 
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limitations, Danzberger (1994) reminds us that, “Local school boards are among the most 

venerable of U.S. public institutions, embodying many of our most cherished political 

and cultural tenants. One of these is distrust of ‘distant’ government that dates back to 

Colonial times” (p. 368).     

The history of school boards in America can be traced back to the mid-1600’s 

when the Massachusetts School Ordinance was passed in 1642 (Sharp & Walter, 2004).  

The ordinance required that every town in the colony would elect men to oversee the 

educational operations of the village, including tax rates, length of school year, and the 

hiring of a teacher.  For much of the next two centuries this job was typically the 

responsibility of selectmen, the elected officials who also managed the town affairs as 

well.  But as early as 1721, the city of Boston established the first school board 

(Campbell Cunningham, Nystrand, & Usdan, 1990) as the public school system there 

began to grow in size and complexity.  School district governance has been described as 

“a uniquely American institution” (Hess, 2002, p. 3) and sustained local control of 

schools have enabled thousands of communities the opportunity to participate in the 

decision-making process on two of the most important issues to most people; their 

children and their taxes.   

School districts and their accompanying school boards proliferated during the 

1800’s and early 1900’s as the nation grew in population and expanded westward.  By 

1930 there were well in excess of 130,000 school boards (Kowalski, 2006).  As school 

consolidation began in earnest, the number of districts declined and today there are fewer 

than 15,000 districts (National School Boards Association, 2008).   The size of school 
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boards has decreased as well.  The once unwieldy 13 or more member boards have given 

way to much smaller school boards today.  The majority of school districts nationwide 

are overseen by five or seven member boards, though some larger districts still may have 

up to 20 members (Glass, 2000, Hess, 2002; Kowalski, 2006).  Consequently, today far 

fewer board members are available to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse and 

growing population.  For example, during the 1930’s, the average board member 

represented approximately 200 citizens.  Today, that number ratio is well in excess of one 

board member per 3000 citizens (Kirst, 2008).     

These changes have contributed considerably to the evolution of the modern 

school board.  The next section will examine the state of school boards in America today. 

The State of School Boards 

Despite being oft-criticized, both by the general public and many policy makers 

and practitioners, it would seem that the abolishment of school boards is unlikely anytime 

soon.  As Smoley (1999) notes, “School boards are here to stay. They provide a practical 

expression of a community’s involvement with its schools – a value that is deeply rooted 

in our society,” (p. xv).   

In 2002, Frederick Hess completed a comprehensive quantitative survey of the 

nation’s public school boards which is the most current and detailed study of school 

boards in the literature.  Commissioned by the National School Boards Association 

(NSBA), Hess used a random stratified (by district size) sampling and selected one board 

member at random from each of 2000 representative schools districts.  A response rate of 

41 percent yielded collection of extensive data from 827 valid surveys.  
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Approximately 95,000 school board members govern the nation’s 14,890 public 

school systems (Crane, 2005; Hess, 2002; Smoley, 1999).  Much of what will be 

discussed next, looks at school board members collectively.  However, as Hess notes, 

The most striking conclusion from these findings is that large-district boards are 

fundamentally different from their smaller, more plentiful counterparts.  In large 

districts (defined as those with 25,000 or more students), school boards are 

relatively political bodies, with more costly campaigns, more attentive interest 

groups, more politically oriented candidates, and more hotly contested elections.  

Boards in small districts [fewer than 5,000 students], on the other hand, tend to be 

relatively apolitical bodies that attract little attention and feature inexpensive, 

often uncontested campaigns” (p. 3). 

Overall, school boards tend to be less racially diverse than the nation as a whole, but 

more diverse than most governing bodies (Hess).   While 85.5 percent board members are 

white, that number drops to 78.9 percent in districts of 25,000 students or more (Hess).  

Over 90 percent of school boards are elected (Hess, 2002).  Board members are also more 

likely to be male than female (61.1 percent to 38.9 percent).  The gender gap is widest in 

small districts (Hess).  Approximately 75 percent of school board members are between 

the ages of 40 and 59 years old and just 6 percent of all board members are under the age 

of 40 (Hess).  Board members also have an annual household income that exceeds the 

national average and 36.9 percent of all board members report annual incomes in excess 

of $100,000 (Hess).   While both large and medium-sized district (5,000-24,999) board 

members report higher incomes than small district members, medium-sized district 



60 
 

 

members report the highest incomes (Hess). This may be attributable to the 

disproportionately high number of wealthy suburban school districts.    

Almost all school board members are parents (96 percent) and nearly 1 in every 2 

board members currently have at least one child in school (Hess, 2002).  Interestingly, 

13.3 percent of board member parents reported that none of their children attended public 

schools (Hess).  However, the overwhelming majority (77.3 percent) reported that all 

their children attended public school (Hess).   

Perhaps most interesting, board members are considerably better educated than 

the general American public (Hess, 2002).  While only 25.6 percent of the American 

public, age 25 or older, have bachelors’ degrees, 67 percent of all board members have 

earned a bachelors’ degree and 90 percent have attended at least some college (Hess).  

The numbers are ever higher in large districts.  Nearly 52 percent of board members in 

districts with 25,000 students or more hold graduate degrees and 38.2 percent of all board 

members have earned graduate degrees (Hess).      

Board Member Tenure 

The mean period of service for school board members is 6.7 years according to 

Hess (2002).  Glass et al. (2000) found the tenure rate to be between 5 and 6 years in their 

10-year study.  Longitudinal data on school board member tenure is not readily available 

as there are few sources that have focused on board member tenure.  However, this tenure 

rate is important as it demonstrates for the first time that board member tenure roughly 

parallels superintendent tenure. 
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Based upon Hess’s survey of 800 board members and Mountford’s more intimate 

examination of board member motivation, it appears that school board membership has 

become less desirable in recent years (Hess, 2002; Mountford, 2004).  Elections for seats 

on school boards are increasingly non-competitive.  For example, nearly half of all 

respondents in Hess’ survey stated that zero incumbent candidates were defeated in 

elections occurring between January 1998 and the spring of 2001.  Overall, 56.6 percent 

of board members described board elections in their districts as either not competitive or 

occasionally competitive (Hess).  The greatest frequency of competitive races occurred in 

large districts, but even large district elections were described as only occasionally 

competitive 43.2 percent of the time (Hess).  Complicating matters further, only 43.7 

percent of current board members definitively plan to seek another term (Hess). 

These factors combined may serve to lower board member tenure rates.  This is 

potentially problematic for superintendents for at least two reasons.  First, Glass and 

Franceschini (2007) argue, “Experienced board members often provide the stability and 

leadership needed by boards. A first-term board member typically does not gain 

sufficient experience to be board chair until he or she is in the second term” (p. 76).  

Frequent turnover of board members places a strain on board member training programs 

that invariably leads to insufficient training in one or more areas.  Hess (2002) found that 

all board members, but particularly small district board members desire additional 

training in multiple areas, including board and superintendent relationships (11.5 

percent). 
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 Second, historically, school board members were culled from the community’s 

most respected group of citizens (Jackson, 1995; Mountford, 2004; Mountford & 

Brunner, 2004; Norton, 2005; Pardini & Lewis, n.d.; Sharp & Walter, 2004).  They 

served on school board predominately because of a strong sense of social responsibility 

and “viewed themselves as institutional trustees” (Mountford & Brunner, 2004, p. 4).  As 

was previously mentioned, the research on board member tenure is limited, but Kowalski 

(2006) notes that board member demographics have been slowly changing for the past 

three decades.  As early as 1975, Barbara Sizemore was fired as superintendent of the 

Washington DC public schools by a school board that included just one member who had 

hired her just two years earlier (Jackson, 1995).  One superintendent warns that relations 

with school boards “can completely change overnight with an election,” (Public Agenda, 

2003, p. 43).  And Alsbury (2004) cautions prospective superintendents to carefully 

examine vacancies in districts with high levels of superintendent and school board 

member turnover.  

In the most recent studies, several researchers have found that board members 

tend to be less qualified and more self-serving than members from earlier eras.  They 

seem to demand quicker fixes, and require a considerable amount more of the 

superintendent’s time (Glass et al., 2000; Glass, 2001b; Goodman & Zimmerman, 2000; 

Mountford, 2004).  Even when the superintendent has the backing of a majority of the 

board, trouble can exist.  Mountford (2004) sites the all-too-common one issue member, 

who remains laser-focused on a single item at the expense of the broader picture.  

Johnston et al. (2002) found people run for the school board for many reasons, but rarely 
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were driven by a central desire to help improve the district and enrich the lives of 

children.   

The diminishing attractiveness of school board membership may be attributable to 

the increased demands being placed on schools for student achievement vis-à-vis No 

Child Left Behind.  The expanding role played by the national and state governments in 

policy creation leaves school board members with far less autonomy today (Mountford, 

2004).   Furthermore, two-thirds of board members do not receive any remuneration and 

just four percent report earning in excess of $10,000 for their services (Hess, 2002). 

Smoley (1999) argues that “The job of a school board member is difficult; it is time 

consuming, contentious, stressful, and sometimes distasteful” (p. 2).  It would also appear 

the amount of time board members spend on board related activities is increasing (Glass 

& Franceschini, 2007; Hess, 2002).  On average, board members are now spending 25 

hours per month on board business (Hess).  Hess cautions however, that “In large 

districts…it is not uncommon for board service to consume three or four hours a day 

during the workweek” (p. 17).  Finally, the typical school board will hold 23 meetings per 

year, nearly all of which will be scheduled for the evening (Hess).     

Finally, it is worth taking a moment to look at the present structure of school 

boards today.  An oft cited criticism of public schooling involves the perceived 

ineffectiveness of elected school boards.  For their part, only 30 percent of superintendent 

leaders believe the current elected governing board model should continue as it presently 

exists (Glass, 2001b).  Additionally, a 2007 survey conducted by AASA found that 50 

percent of superintendents considered school board relations and challenges a 
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disincentive to pursuing the position as a career (Mansfield Sutton et al., 2008).  School 

boards have become more politicized in the past 30 years (Fusarelli, 2006).  Danzberger 

(1994) argued getting school governing boards to operate appropriately is a difficult task.  

She identified a multitude of challenges below;     

A governing board – particularly a board created through the political process – 

will not govern well if its members cannot, through healthy debate, develop 

consensus about the role of the board, the purposes of the institution governed, the 

constituencies to which the board is accountable, how the board will relate to its 

constituencies, the goals and strategies needed to achieve the expected results, and 

how the board defines its role in relation to that of the superintendent.  Without 

such consensus, school boards will focus on the short-term micromanagement of 

the school system and will respond to special interests, factions, and specific 

complaints of individual constituents (p. 6).  

The next section will examine the duties and qualifications of school boards 

today, with a specific focus on governing boards in Arizona.   

Duties and Qualifications of Governing Boards 

The duties and responsibilities charged to school boards are considerable.  As 

extensions of the state government, school boards are ultimately responsible for the 

education and welfare of every student and accountable for the expenditure of every 

public dollar.  Arizona Revised Statute 15-341, includes 3764 words extensively detailing 

the “general powers and duties” of public school governing boards.  In reality, many of 

the duties are left to the discretion of the superintendent and merely approved as a 
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formality by the governing board. Still, the sheer magnitude of responsibilities invites 

role confusion (Glass, Bjork, & Brunner, 2000; Mountford, 2008; Smoley, 1999). 

 Smoley (1999) believes that high functioning school boards narrow their focus to 

the following six central responsibilities:  

• Hiring and evaluating the superintendent of schools;  

• Guiding the district’s purposes, with a focus on educating children; 

• Screening and supporting key projects 

• Overseeing the planning and deployment of resources 

• Serving as liaison between the district and the community 

• Serving as the guardian of the taxpayers’ dollars (p.4-5) 

Others, including Danzberger (1994) go even further, arguing that school boards remain 

the only element within contemporary public education that has largely escaped reform.  

She recommended,  

transform[ing] local school boards into true ‘education policy boards’ that are 

able to focus on development, implementation, and oversight of policies to 

improve the academic achievement of all students. These reforms will increase 

the ability of school boards to focus on policy issues by relieving (and sometimes 

precluding) their involvement in detailed management and budget implementation 

decisions (p. 371).    

 Based on the above research, it would appear that board members today are less 

predictable, less likely to understand and embrace their role, motivated more by self-

interest, and more difficult to build consensus with than school board teams of the past.  
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The next section will focus on the dynamics surrounding superintendent - school board 

relationships. 

Section III: Superintendent-School Board Relations 

The final section of this chapter will explore the most pertinent literature on 

superintendent-school board relationships.  On the most basic level, it would appear the 

relationship is simple and straightforward.  The board makes policy and the 

superintendent carries it out.  But as Blumberg and Blumberg (1985) note, “Would that 

the situation was that simple.  But simple it is not” (p. 77).  Callahan (1966) argues that 

superintendents were firmly entrenched by 1895 and from that point forward have battled 

for power with the school boards they serve.  The relationship that superintendents 

maintain with their governing boards is critical and deserves extensive study (Alsbury, 

2003, 2008; Bjork, 2005; Bjork & Lindle, 2001; Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Eadie, 

2003; Glass, 2001b; Kowalski, 2006; Mountford, 2004; Pardini &. Lewis, n.d.; Petersen 

& Fusarelli, 2001; Tallerico, 1989).  Sharp and Walter (2004) state that “The relationship 

between the board of education and the superintendent is crucial, not only for the job 

security of the superintendent, but also for the efficient management of the school 

district” (p. 111).  An examination of this relationship is useful for four reasons.   

First, the national investment in public education is substantial.  Approximately 

$400 billion is spent on K-12 public education annually (Dianis, 2006).  In many states 

K-12 funding represents the single largest budgetary expense. In fact, in Arizona, a state 

with a reputation of fiscal frugality with respect to education, K-12 spending accounts for 

37 percent of the entire state budget (Joint Legislative Budget Committee, 2010).  
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Naturally, superintendents and school boards, governing each of the approximately 

14,890 districts across the nation have considerable sway on how that money is spent 

(National School Board Association, 2006). 

  Second, despite public perception to the contrary (Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001), the 

roles and expectations of school boards and superintendents are not clearly defined 

(Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Iannaccone & Lutz, 1994; Kowalski, 2005a, 2005b;  

Norton, et al., 1996; Petersen & Short, 2001; Tallerico, 1989). In fact, as early as 1940, 

Williams recommended that “the board of education, in collaboration with its executive 

officer, should draw up a code which enumerates the powers and functions of the 

superintendent” (p. 332).  Mountford (2004) argues that role confusion is the most 

commonly cited reason for poor superintendent-school board relations.   

This has led to a growing difference of opinion held by superintendents and 

school boards with respect to the effectiveness of the current school district governance 

model. Glass (2001d) conducted a survey involving elected and appointed chief state 

school officers, the executive directors of the state affiliates for the American Association 

of School Administrators (AASA) and the National School Boards Association (NSBA).  

He found that 60 percent of AASA executive directors believed that a change in school 

board governance would lead to positive changes in the superintendency, while just 20 

percent of NSBA executive leaders agreed.  Only 30 percent of superintendent leaders, 

those individuals identified by their peers as outstanding, believe the current governance 

model should remain (Glass, 2001b).  Moreover, nearly 70 percent of chief state school 

officers believe the current school governance model needs to be “seriously restructured” 
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(Glass, 2001d, p. 4).  Finally, Pardini and Lewis (n.d.) note that 70 percent of 

superintendents believe their boards interfere in matters they should not, such as the 

interviewing process, staff evaluations, and other issues considered to be operational and 

therefore the domain of the superintendent.   

Third, Glass (2001c) argues that hiring a superintendent is the most important 

decision made by a school board.  Blumberg and Blumberg (in Petersen and Short, 2001), 

imply that “the most critical association in running a school system is the interplay 

between the superintendent and board of education” (p. 534).  Superintendents’ attempts 

to successfully bring about positive change are dependent on the relationships they have 

established with their governing boards (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Feuerstein & 

Opfer, 1998; Kowalski, 1999; Peteresen & Fusarelli, 2002; Petersen & Short, 2001; 

Sharp & Walter, 2004). 

Fourth, a healthy superintendent- school board relationship can positively impact 

the educational programs of a district and consequently, increase student achievement.  

Goodman and Zimmerman (2000) argue that “Strong, collaborative leadership by local 

school boards and school superintendents is a key cornerstone of the foundation for high 

student achievement” (p. 1).  In a meta-analysis of the impact of district-level leadership 

on student achievement, Marzano and Waters (2006) found a correlation between 

superintendents who ably align and maintain board support for a specific set of district 

goals and increased student achievement.  Yet, as Alsbury (2003) notes, the modern 

superintendency has such a short length of tenure that building the loyalty and good will 

(i.e. political capital) necessary to enact change is difficult. 
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School Board Evaluation of the Superintendent 

 Hess (2002) argues that the most important issue in the superintendent-school 

board relationship is the process the board uses to evaluate the superintendent.  These 

evaluations are typically state mandated and play a significant role in determining 

whether the superintendent is retained and if so, the compensation package offered (Glass 

& Franceschini, 2007).  Historically, the majority of superintendents have reported 

receiving very positive evaluations from their boards (Glass et al., 2000).  However, that 

may be changing.  In 2000, 69.1 percent of superintendents reported that their board had 

given them the rating of excellent.  By 2006, that percentage had fallen to 59.4 (Glass & 

Franceschini, 2007).     

 Hess’ (2002) survey of school board members found that the three most important 

factors in evaluating the superintendent, regardless of district size, are the board-

superintendent relationship, the morale of school district employees, and student safety.  

Large districts (78.4 percent) were more likely than small districts (61.8 percent) to 

consider standardized testing results as very important in the evaluation of the 

superintendent (Hess).   

 Nearly nine in every ten superintendents (89 percent) feel their boards’ 

evaluations of their performance is very fair or fair (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  This 

remains constant regardless of district size.  This may have more do to with the fact that 

despite a decreasing number of excellent ratings, the overwhelming majority of 

superintendents (89.3 percent) still receive evaluations with at least a rating of good 

(Glass & Franceschini).  It is not unreasonable to assume that the roughly 10 percent of 
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superintendents who believe their boards are very unfair or unfair in their evaluation, are 

themselves in trouble with their board.      

A Fragile Relationship 

Shields (2002) suggests that the relationship a superintendent has with his or her 

school board directly “correlates with their tenure” (p. 25).  The cost of superintendent 

turnover is high.  It impacts organizational structures, disrupting the continuity of 

programs and operations (Cuban, 1976; Herman & Heimovics, 1994), and inhibits reform 

efforts (Fusarelli, Cooper, & Carella, 2003; Glass & Bjork, 2003; Shields, 2002).   

Superintendents often accept the job of superintendent with unanimous or near-

unanimous support of the board (Glass, 2002), yet such backing can deteriorate rapidly, 

leading to revolving-door superintendencies in some districts; termed “churn” by Glass 

(2002a).  Eadie (2007) refers to the relationship as “a precious but fragile bond,” and 

states, “All too often over the years I’ve seen what appeared to be minor irritations 

rapidly turn into chasms that can’t be bridged and that exact a terrible price” (p. 50). 

Glass (2001a) found 43 percent of school board presidents to be dissatisfied with the 

performance of their previous superintendent.  Almost half of all superintendents are 

concerned about board members’ tendency to micromanage or pursue single-issue 

agendas (Fuller et. al, 2003; Public Agenda, 2003).  And Mansfield Sutton et al. (2008) 

found that 50 percent of superintendents cited school board relations as a disincentive for 

those considering the superintendency as a career.   

Consequently, the demands placed on superintendents to be responsive to their 

boards and individual members have increased.  Petersen and Short (2001) argue that 
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superintendents today must possess effective interpersonal skills and a strong aptitude for 

building consensus and shaping an agenda, particularly in the face of competing interests.  

The Council of the Great City Schools (2000) maintains that superintendents “require a 

unique blend of leadership, management, instructional, political, and operational skills 

needed in few other jobs” (p. 6).  

The relationship is perhaps most tenuous in urban settings, or at least, more 

publicized.  Buchanan (2006) details districts from Pittsburgh to Tucson to San Francisco 

where school board relations with their superintendents have been chronically 

adversarial, leading to frequent superintendent turnover.  Superintendents and other 

school leaders must possess the acumen and savvy to deal with multiple issues, each with 

competing interests, simultaneously.  For example, the former superintendent of Los 

Angeles Unified School District, Roy Romer, brought a resume to the job that included 

12 years as governor of Colorado and time spent as chairman of the Democratic National 

Committee.  Yet as Bai (2001) notes, “Nothing in his [Romer’s] former life…prepared 

him for the dizzying politics of the nation’s second largest school district” (p. 32).  Many 

consider the nation’s largest districts (Los Angeles Unified is the country’s second 

largest) to be complex organizations, charged with a nearly impossible mission.  For 

example, Los Angeles Unified School District has an operating budget in excess of $ 6 

billion and the responsibility for ensuring that a highly diverse student population of 

700,000 makes adequate yearly progress.  Many governors have smaller budgets and far 

fewer employees.        
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Bass’ leadership continuum (In Hoy & Miskel, 2005) can be used to highlight the 

challenges superintendents face when working with their school boards.  At one extreme 

of the leadership continuum exists laissez-faire leaders.  Superintendents operating under 

this model tend to put off making decisions, speak in vague terms, “fence-sit” on 

important issues, fail to provide vision and direction, and in general are negligent in 

performing their leadership duties (Hoy & Miskel, 2005).  The leadership vacuum that 

invariably follows invites micromanagement from the board.  Eadie (2002), based on his 

extensive consulting experience, notes that boards are apt to meddle and micromanage if 

they are not given adequate attention, direction, and purpose.   

Authoritarian leaders are at the opposite end of the continuum and are willing to 

act unilaterally and swiftly.  While chaos and lack of order sometimes call for such a 

strategy it is rarely effective in the long-run.  Sergiovanni (1992) notes, boards are far 

likelier to reach optimal performance levels when administrators afford them some 

independence in carrying out objectives, which gives them a greater sense of purpose and 

a stronger connection with the organization. 

Arlene Ackerman left the top post in the San Francisco Unified School District 

(SFUSD) at the conclusion of the 2005-2006 school year because of irreconcilable 

differences with the board after five largely tumultuous years.  Although she invoked an 

irreconcilable differences clause in her contract, claiming an inability to work with an 

irrational board, SFUSD board members saw things differently.  Many within the 

community, and the school board specifically, perceived her autocratic management style 
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as the primary issue of contention (Gewertz, p. 4).  One Ohio superintendent, recognizing 

the perils of such a style states,  

If you want to look at the superintendent as a powerful position, you can 

clearly see on about any given issue that if you choose to use the hammer, 

you’re going to have the biggest hammer.  But you’re talking about the 

difference between commitment and compliance and I have always felt 

that when you involve people in things, and you set the stage right, and 

you give people an opportunity to be involved in something that they 

really, truly feel a part of, that they’ll be committed to what it is you’re 

trying to accomplish (Nestor-Baker, p. 246). 

Many researchers would argue the most effective leaders select moldable and 

proactive styles.  Such leaders tend to examine the situation through multiple lenses, 

devising and developing tailor-made solutions.  Bolman and Deal (2003) advocate seeing 

challenges through the proper lens (structural, human resource, political, and symbolic) in 

order to arrive at the best solution.    Townsend el al. (2007) recommend meeting with 

board members individually to discover their personal interests and goals for the district 

and assess their knowledge about public education.  Additionally, they stress that board 

members don’t all have the same needs and wants.  For example, the communication 

expectations each hold may vary considerably.  The authors state, “Some board members 

want to know what the superintendent does on a daily basis. Others are more interested in 

the bigger view of your work.  There are those board members who are not interested in 

the details of the work, but rather the results” (p. 28).  And, as Harrison (2002) points out, 
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most marriages would not survive on just a weekly memo and one or two meetings a 

month.   

Every decision in education has a political element associated with it and 

superintendents must weigh their options carefully before implementing new policies.  

Mintzberg (1983) defines politics as “individual or group behavior that is informal, 

ostensibly parochial, typically divisive, and above all, in the technical sense, illegitimate 

– sanctioned neither by formal authority, accepted ideology, nor certified expertise” (p. 

172).  People respond to decisions based on how they impact them personally.  Eadie 

(2007) makes the point that successful, long-standing superintendents never lose sight of 

the fact that their boards are individuals first, and therefore they focus on building and 

maintaining those individual relationships. Johnston, et al. (2002) echo Eadie, stating that 

strong relationships are key to survival for a superintendent.  They argue, “The 

relationship with the board of education is absolutely critical to your success and tenure 

in the job.  The highs, lows, twists and turns of the job are often determined by 

interactions with board members” (p. 31).   

Summary and Conclusion 

 The above literature review has demonstrated that the superintendency is a 

complex and demanding job that requires numerous skills.  Callahan (1966) and 

Kowalski (2005a) argue that superintendents must serve as instructional leaders, business 

officers, community leaders, and social-scientists, as well as possessing the capability to 

effectively communicate with a diverse range of internal and external groups.   
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As the chief executive officer of the school district, superintendents are well-

positioned to impact school districts on a variety of levels, including student achievement 

(Waters & Marzano, 2006).   Callahan (1966) considered the superintendent to be the 

most important individual in a school district.  As was discussed previously, one way 

superintendents impact their district is through the working relationships they establish 

and maintain with their governing boards. A healthy and productive relationship between 

the superintendent and school board can positively impact student achievement and 

contribute to increased efficiency of operations (Sharp & Walters, 2004; Waters & 

Marzano, 2006). A poor relationship can lead to increased superintendent turnover 

(Shields, 2002) that can stymie the attempt to sustain positive change. 

    The available research on superintendent-school board relationships is limited.  

And what is available largely relies on the perceptions of either the superintendent or 

school board members exclusively.  This research study will include superintendents and 

two members of their governing boards.  Through a grounded theory approach, the 

research will explore how successful Arizona public school superintendents establish and 

maintain positive and productive relationship with their governing boards.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



76 
 

 

CHAPTER 3 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

 This chapter describes the methodology and procedures used to address the 

research question.  This grounded theory study was designed to generate a theory of how 

successful Arizona superintendents establish and maintain productive relationships with 

their governing boards.   The literature on superintendent-governing board relationships 

was enhanced as this grounded theory study included superintendents and randomly-

selected governing board members from the same school districts.  Therefore the data 

collected and analyzed was not limited to exclusive reliance on self-perceptions.  The 

chapter begins with an introduction, is followed by the research question, theoretical 

foundations for the research design, the research design, population and sample, 

interview protocol, data analysis, and concludes with a summary.    

Introduction 

The American public school superintendent is a position of great influence and 

importance (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Fusarelli, Cooper, & Carella, 2003; Houston, 

Goodman & Zimmerman, 2000).  The relationships that exist between the nearly 15,000 

American superintendents and their school boards are complex and constantly changing.  

That relationship is critical to the superintendent’s efforts to effectuate sustained positive 

change (Petersen, 2002; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001).   

The previous chapter summarized the present literature on the superintendency, 

school boards, and the superintendent-school board relationship.  The superintendency 

has become an increasingly complex and demanding position (Glass & Franceschini, 
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2007).   Superintendents are saddled with growing accountability and responsibility that 

make it difficult, if not impossible to meet expectations (Houston, 2001).  The work of 

school boards has evolved as well.  Massive school district consolidation and the 

changing demographics of the United States have contributed to larger, more diverse 

constituency groups for board members to serve (Kirst, 2008).  Not surprisingly, school 

board membership today appears to be less desirable than in years past (Hess, 2002; 

Mountford, 2004).  The relationship between superintendents and school boards does not 

appear to have fared much better.  Mountford (2008) notes that superintendent-school 

board relationships have historically been tenuous since the establishment of the 

superintendency in the mid-1800’s.  And while the research is extensive on 

superintendent-school board relationships, the literature primarily focuses on the strife 

inherent within the relationship and the costs to districts that experience poor 

superintendent-school board relationships.  Kowalski and Brunner (2005) argue that, 

Much has been written about the school district superintendent over the past 100 

years.  Nevertheless, many aspects of this pivotal position merit further study.  

This is true in large measure because practice in all administrative positions is 

influenced substantially by context, that is, the conditions under which a 

practitioner applies his or her knowledge (p. 160). 

This study was conceived and implemented to add to the literature base by 

exploring that context and discovering the strategies that superintendents employ to 

establish and maintain productive relationships with their governing boards and the 
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characteristics and aptitudes that governing board members find desirable in their 

superintendent. 

Research Questions 

 The purpose of this grounded theory study was to develop a theory on how 

successful Arizona public school superintendents establish and maintain productive 

relationship with their governing boards.   

 The research questions were as follows: 

1. How do successful Arizona public school superintendents establish and 

maintain positive and productive relationship with their governing boards? 

2 What characteristics and aptitudes do governing board members find desirable 

in their superintendent? 

Theoretical Foundations for the Research Design 

The relationship that superintendents maintain with their governing boards was 

central to this study.   What makes one relationship highly functional and successful and 

another disturbingly dysfunctional is difficult to quantify.  Relationships by their very 

nature are fluid.  Therefore, the true value in this study came from the personal accounts, 

anecdotes, and views of the participants and the ability of this researcher to faithfully and 

accurately put these feelings into perspective.  This study utilized qualitative methods in 

an effort to “uncover and understand the [the superintendent-school board 

relationship]…and gain novel and fresh slants” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 19) on the 

issue.  Goebert (2002) writes, “Qualitative research is where a story unfolds, a hypothesis 

develops, and an explanation emerges” (p. 4).   



79 
 

 

Why a Qualitative Approach? 

Heppner and Heppner (2004) argue that qualitative research is a rigorous and 

reflective process and Creswell (1998) notes that it requires a commitment to extensive 

time compiling and analyzing data.  March (1978) contends that “to describe American 

public school administration quickly is to describe it badly” (In Petersen & Short, 2002, 

p. 413).  The qualitative process afforded each participant the opportunity to share a fuller 

perspective, complete with the nuances that often determine success or failure.  

Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002) argue that, “There is stunning power in asking 

the right question” (p. 119).   But that power is of lesser value if the respondent does not 

have sufficient opportunity to provide details and descriptions.  By limiting this study to 

two superintendent participants and four school board participants, each participant was 

given the opportunity to provide rich and robust descriptions of their experiences and 

perceptions.   

The researcher is rewarded when the participant is given a voice.  Authentic 

voices have power.  After a thorough examination, the researcher determined that a 

qualitative approach best suited this study.  Superintendents and their school boards share 

unique and relatively discreet relationships.  It is difficult for the public to ever truly 

know the depth and breadth of the relationship; whether it is healthy or dysfunctional, 

balanced or oppressive.  Voices have the power to inform on a level far more rich and 

robust than a quantitative study.  Mair (1988) explains, “I want to claim much more than 

the comfortable platitude that stories are a good thing and should be attended to.  Stories 
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are habitations. We live in and through stories…Stories inform life.  They hold us 

together and keep us apart” (In Heppner & Heppner, 2004, p. 145). 

A Grounded Theory Approach 

Grounded theory is an inductive methodology that attempts to build theory 

(Creswell, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998) and that was the purpose of this study.  

As noted in the previous chapter, the superintendent-school board relationship is both 

complicated and important (Glass, 2001b; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001).  To wholly 

understand this unique relationship it was necessary to allow a theory to develop based on 

the data.  Strauss and Corbin (1990) state that, “grounded theory is one that is inductively 

derived from the study of the phenomenon it represents.  That is, it is discovered, 

developed, and provisionally verified through systematic data collection and analysis,” 

(p. 23). 

 Glaser and Strauss (1967) argue that a well-developed grounded theory must meet 

four criteria; fit, understanding, generality, and control.  To achieve fit, the theory must 

take reality into account and draw datum from multiple sources.  For understanding to 

exist, the research must make sense to both the participants and others practicing in the 

field.  Generality is met when the theory utilizes comprehensive data and is “abstract 

enough and include[s] sufficient variation to make it applicable to a variety of contexts 

related to that phenomenon,” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 23).  Finally, control exists 

when the relationship between the phenomenon and datum is strong and clearly defined 

and connected.  This study sought to meet all four standards.    
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In an effort to achieve fit, this study included an extensive interview protocol for 

each participant.  To compensate for bias inherently found in self-perceptions, the study 

attempted triangulation by asking randomly-selected board members from the same 

district as the superintendent.   Understanding was achieved by providing “enough 

description and information that readers will be able to determine just how closely their 

situations match, and thus whether finding can be transferred” (Merriam, 2002, p. 29).  

Admittedly, limiting participation to two superintendents and four governing board 

members from school districts in southern Arizona will limit generalizability to some 

extent.  And control was achieved through adherence to the grounded theory process.  

Glaser (2001) notes that, “every stage is done systematically so the reader knows exactly 

the process by which the published theory was generated” (p. 12).   

A caveat on theory: The researcher has always hoped that this study will be of 

value to working administrators, and new or struggling superintendents in particular.  The 

researcher also respects the concerns and suspicions of many school and district leaders, 

who struggle to see the connection between theory and practice.  Hundreds of studies 

have been conducted on school leadership and they have advanced our knowledge and 

understanding of the topic considerably.  Theories have been developed and evolved, 

critiqued, and in many cases, eventually proven to be unfounded or incomplete.  The 

theories expressed have allowed researchers and practitioners alike to view leadership 

through a more expansive lens than personal experience and intuition alone would allow.   

On a basic level, people view scientists as fact seekers and philosophers as 

developers of theory.  It is not uncommon for practitioners to be critical of theory, seeing 
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it as symbolic of the ideal, of fluff that doesn’t translate well to the chaotic realities of 

public K-12 education.  Westbury (1999) points to the dangers of theorists whose focus is 

too inward and who add little substantive value to the field.  Hlebowtish (1999) notes, 

theorists have a “burden” or responsibility to contribute in meaningful ways on how 

schools may be improved.  And Hoy and Miskel (2005) argue that theory has 

considerable value to practitioners and the field in general.  “Theory is a set of 

interrelated concepts, assumptions, and generalizations that systematically describes and 

explains regularities in behaviors in educational organizations” (Hoy & Miskel, p. 3).  

Dewey (1929), adds,  

Theory in the end is the most practical of all things because of the widening range 

of attention beyond nearby purpose and desire eventually results in the creation of 

farther and wider-reaching purposes, and enables us to make use of a much wider 

and deeper range of conditions. (p.17) 

Finally, the debate isn’t between reality and theory, but really between competing 

theories (Hoy and Miskel, 2005).  Mintzberg (1989) argued that people do not make 

sense of events through reality, but rather generalizations of reality.  We cannot possibly 

process all the different realities, so we process by drawing conclusions based on 

generalized similarities and differences. 

Pilot Study 

This study is the product of a pilot study conducted by the researcher in the spring 

of 2008.  The purpose of the pilot study was to describe the level of governing board 

support for superintendents in Arizona public school districts.  For the purposes of the 
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study, board support was defined as a favorable summative evaluation of the 

superintendent and/or the offer of a contract extension to any superintendent in the 

eligible for a contract extension.  The overarching question guiding the research was 

“what strategies does a superintendent use to establish and maintain board support?”  

Supporting questions included the following: 

1. How do strategies differ between successful and non-successful superintendents? 

2. What communications methods do successful superintendents favor to maintain a 

positive working relationship with their board? 

3.   How do school boards obstruct superintendents’ agendas? 

The interview subjects consisted of two superintendents and two governing board 

presidents for school districts in the American southwest.  The board members were both 

female and each had served multiple terms as board president.  The superintendents were 

both male, with twelve and eight years of experience in their current positions at the time 

of the study.  The sample was selected based on accessibility and convenience.  The 

board members and superintendents were not from corresponding districts.  For purposes 

of the pilot study, the subjects needed to be within 45 minutes of Tucson and not qualify 

as potential candidates for a future, larger study to be conducted by the researcher (this 

project).  This was a focused and bounded study, limited to participating districts.  Each 

interview was audio-recorded and transcribed.  Interviews ranged in length from 51 

minutes to one hour and 17 minutes.  All participants signed an informed consent waiver.  

The interview protocol was semi-structured and heavily tilted toward open-ended 
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questions.  Field notes and interview transcripts were coded and analyzed using a 

qualitative software program (NVivo 7).  

The results of the pilot study were interesting.  A thorough analysis of the data 

concluded that strong superintendent-governing board relationships are most dependent 

upon communication.  When the superintendent does not communicate effectively, the 

relationship deteriorates rapidly.  This was supported by several key responses provided 

by the governing board subjects.  In response to the question, “What are the 

characteristics of an effective superintendent,” President A stated,  

“The ability to effectively communicate.  That is the most important skill I look for in a 

superintendent.  You have to be able to work with a diverse group of people and 

communicate with each of those groups.  Frankly, we don’t have that right now.”  

President B, also a governing board president, echoed those same feelings, saying, “[The 

relationships is] very strained.  It mainly involves communication problems.  There is a 

lack of information coming our way.”  The superintendents interviewed also felt that 

effective communication was vital.  Superintendent A stated, “Communication is 

absolutely essential.  You must call them and look them in the eye whether it is good 

news or bad news.  You just can’t blow them off.”  And Superintendent B noted, 

“Communication is of paramount importance.”   

Research Design 

This study was developed to generate a theory on how superintendents establish 

and maintain productive relationships with their governing board members.  Therefore 

the perceptions of superintendents and governing board members were of particular 
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interest to the researcher.  Research studies that rely primarily on the self-reflections of 

participants ignore a significant limitation.  The pilot study discussed previously 

attempted to add a layer by interviewing both superintendents and governing board 

members.  However, board members and superintendents were purposely not from the 

same district.  This was done to encourage open dialogue and avoid the potential 

tribulation resulting from critical or contradictory responses from superintendents and 

their governing board members.  Mountford (2004) highlights the inherent danger of 

qualitative research that relies exclusively on self-reflections.  Citing Alby’s (1979) study 

on board member motivation for service, Mountford argues for triangulation interviews 

to identify “vast discrepancies between the self-reports…and the perceptions of others” 

(p. 709).  Therefore, the researcher will ask the superintendent participants to indentify 

two of their governing board members for the researcher to interview (Alby, 1979; Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mountford, 2004).     

Given the desire to develop a theory on “how to” rather than “how not to” the 

researcher was particularly interested in the experiences of successful superintendents.  

Public school education has become increasingly complex and political (Goodman & 

Zimmerman, 2000).  Today’s issues demand creative superintendents, responsive to the 

growing needs of their communities.  For purposes of this research, successful 

superintendents was defined as superintendents who have demonstrated the ability to get 

things done and move the school district forward in a coherent and positive direction.  

Throughout this research successful superintendents will also be referred to periodically 

as high-performing.   



86 
 

 

Population and Sample 

The sample for this grounded theory study was selected using a modified version 

of Floyd Hunter’s (1953) reputational method implemented by Brunner (2000).  Like 

Brunner, the researcher asked educational leaders in Arizona to identify superintendents 

whom they consider to have “reputations” as being successful.  This strategy has also 

been referred to as a snowball or chain sample (Miles & Huberman, 1994).   

Educational leaders selected to serve as recommenders for this study, included the 

Executive Director of the Arizona School Administrators, the professional organization 

for school administrators in Arizona.  Additional members included the Director for 

Leadership Development for the Arizona School Boards Association and three 

accomplished retired superintendents from the state of Arizona. Finally, a sitting 

superintendent was selected who has received multiple awards from the Arizona School 

Administrators for work accomplished as a superintendent.      

Initially, with the assistance of a dissertation committee member, a list of current 

Arizona superintendents was constructed who fit the following profile: 

• Have served for at least four consecutive years in their present superintendency.  

(Governing board members in Arizona are elected to staggered four year terms 

and this longevity ensured that superintendents in this study experienced at least 

two election cycles)   

•  Serve in a district with an enrollment of 1001 students or greater, the number of 

students necessary to qualify for medium-sized district status, as determined by 

the Arizona School Administrators (ASA). 
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• Serve in a district within a two-hour drive of Tucson, Arizona. 

Based on the criteria detailed above a list of 13 superintendents were identified.  

Each recommender was personally called by the researcher.  The researcher provided a 

brief oral summary of the study and requested the recommender’s assistance.  All six 

recommenders were presented with the names of the potential participants, listed 

alphabetically by district name.  Recommenders were asked to submit at least three 

names in rank order to the researcher.   

 Two superintendents were nominated by five of the six recommenders. No other 

superintendent received more than four votes.  Both superintendents agreed to participate.  

Two governing board members from each of the two superintendent’s districts were 

randomly selected to participate, using the electronic list randomizer found on 

random.org.  Board members were listed alphabetically by last name and a random list 

was generated.  The researcher contacted the first two people listed on both lists.  All four 

board members agreed to participate. 

Participation in this study was voluntary and this research was approved by the 

University of Arizona’s Institutional Review Board.  Subjects were only asked to 

participate in interviews.  The questions all related to their work as either superintendents 

or governing board members.    

Interview Protocol 

 Interviews were conducted with each of the six participants. Interview protocols 

for superintendents (Appendix A) and governing board members (Appendix B) varied 

slightly.  Interviews were semi-structured to allow participants to elaborate on relevant 
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issues and enable the researcher to follow-up on emerging themes.  Semi-structured 

interviews support the grounded theory process nicely, as they allow researchers to 

follow-up on emerging themes and give participants the opportunity to explore issues 

they feel are important.  Griffiths (1965), noting the inherent limitations in quantitative 

survey methods stated, “We need different methods of gathering data so that we can have 

behavioral data to solve behavioral problems” (In Tallerico, 1989, p. 215).   

Data Collection 

Data collection for this grounded theory study focused on the semi-structured 

interviews.  The two most frequently nominated superintendents identified by the 

recommenders were initially contacted via e-mail by the researcher (Appendix C).  

Several days later the researcher telephoned the targeted superintendents and read the 

recruitment script for superintendents (Appendix D).  The research was explained in 

greater detail and questioned were answered.  The researcher explained that subjects 

would not be directly identified in the published research and every attempt to protect 

anonymity would be practiced.  However, the researcher cautioned that given the 

relatively small sample size, it might be possible for the superintendent and two 

corresponding board members to potentially recognize certain responses.    

Both superintendents expressed a willingness to participate and requested 

additional information that they could directly forward to their governing board members.  

The researcher provided the superintendents with electronic copies of the governing 

board member recruitment script (Appendix E) and the informed consent document 
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(Appendix F).    The participating superintendents responded within several days, 

informing the researcher that their respective governing boards has agreed to participate.    

The researcher made contact with the four governing board members by 

following the same protocols as used with the superintendent.  An introductory e-mail 

was sent, followed the next day by telephone calls.  The researcher read the governing 

board recruitment script (Appendix E), described the research in greater detail and 

answered questions.  Three of the four governing board members immediately scheduled 

interviews with the researcher.  The fourth governing board member required two follow-

up electronic communications. Face-to-face interviews were scheduled at the time and 

place of the participant’s choosing. 

   Following Creswell’s (2003) suggestion, the interview protocols for 

superintendents (Appendix A) and governing board members (Appendix B) were ordered 

from general to narrow and constructed to encourage participants to “open up and talk” 

(p. 133).  Peer review of the interview protocols included guidance and suggestions from 

the researcher’s committee chair and review and feedback from a senior district-level 

administrator and a recently conferred doctoral student in the field of educational 

leadership.  Additionally, following Yin’s (2003) recommendation, the superintendent 

interview protocol was pilot tested with a current superintendent. 

On the day and time predetermined, the researcher met with the participant at the 

chosen location.  The participant was given a copy of the informed consent form to 

initial, sign, and return.  In total, six semi-structured interviews were conducted.  With 

the participant’s permission, each interview was digitally recorded to improve accuracy 
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in the transcription process.  The researcher also developed extensive field notes during 

interview.       

 Yin (2003) recommends that qualitative research include multiple sources of 

information.  In addition to the above mentioned sources, the following forms of data 

collection were also used to ensure the most in-depth “picture of the case” (Creswell, 

2003, p. 132): 

• Governing board agendas;  

• Governing board minutes; 

Research indicates that governing board agendas and the subsequent minutes can 

aide in the “establishment and maintenance of good board-superintendent relationships” 

(Petersen & Short, 2001, p. 537).  Both governing board agendas and governing board 

minutes are public documents, typically made readily available by the respective districts.  

As such, the researcher did not encounter any ethical dilemmas during examination.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis for this study complied with the principle tenets of grounded theory 

(Creswell, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which have been described as follows: 

… a well integrated set of concepts that provide a thorough theoretical 

explanation of social phenomena under study.  A grounded theory should explain 

as well as describe.  It may also implicitly give some degree of predictability, but 

only with regard to specific conditions. (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.5) 

The researcher will follow the recommendations of Strauss and Corbin (1990, 

1998), who advocate for a set of procedures that includes a commitment to an evolving 
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and interrelated data analysis.   More precisely, this requires the labeling and sorting of 

data into like concepts; clustering concepts into categories, constantly comparing the data 

against emerging categories and concepts to counter researcher bias, identifying and 

explaining patterns or the absence of patterns; and examining the relationship of 

components to the emerging theory. 

The Interviews 

Each of the six semi-structured interviews completed in this grounded theory 

study was digitally recorded and transcribed by the researcher.  Pseudonyms were given 

to each participants and any identifying information (names, locations, etc.) was either 

changed or omitted.  Two parallel interview protocols were utilized in this research study.  

Both the superintendent interview protocol (Appendix A) and the governing board 

interview protocol (Appendix B) consisted of ten open-ended questions.  Interviews 

ranged in duration from 38 minutes to one hour and 32 minutes.  The average duration of 

an interview was one hour and ten minutes. 

 Field notes were collected during each interview and the researcher made 

particular note of body language, voice inflection, environmental factors, and even the 

use of sarcasm, which is otherwise traditionally misinterpreted in the final transcription.  

This adheres to Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) definition of microanalysis, which “compels 

the analyst to listen closely to what the interviewees are saying and how they are saying 

it” (p. 65).  The how becomes just as important as the what, helping the researcher to 

avoid jumping to personal conclusions by focusing on the interpretations of the research 

subject.    
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Coding 

 Upon completion of the interview transcriptions, the researcher followed the 

coding procedures prescribed for grounded theory research data analysis (Creswell, 2007, 

Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998).  Heeding Creswell’s (2007) advice that “data analysis is 

not off-the-shelf; rather, it is custom-build, revised, and choreographed” (p. 150), the 

researcher allotted ample time to become familiar with and absorb the data.   

Analysis began with proper data management and it should be noted that no 

software program was used in the analysis of this research data.   The researcher printed 

out full length double-spaced transcriptions of each interview, including extra margin-

space.  Each interview transcription was then read in its entirety twice, following Agar’s 

(1980) suggestion to “Immerse yourself in the details, [try] to get a sense of the interview 

as a whole before breaking it into parts” (p. 103, In Cresswell, 2007).  Like the interviews 

themselves, early work with the transcriptions included microanalysis, in order to being 

indentifying initial categories. 

Formal analysis began with open coding, or an examination of the text “for salient 

categories of information supported by the text” (Creswell, 2007, p. 160).   In order to 

create a manageable process, Creswell’s (2007) concept of “lean-coding” (p. 152) was 

followed and initially the researcher sought to identify six codes.  Coding was the result 

of an emergent method, as paragraphs, sentences, and specific phrases were examined 

and coded. A line-by-line analysis of the data was conducted as the data was broken 

down. The researcher used the constant comparative method (Creswell, 2007; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990, 1998), attempting to saturate categories, or reviewing the transcription for 
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data that fits the category until the data does not lend itself to new insights.  Concepts 

were then groups into categories in an effort to analyze the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 

1998).  Category names were derived both in vivo, or from participants’ responses and 

from the literature.  Table 1 depicts the initial codes and categories during the open 

coding process. 
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Table 1 
Initial Categories Initial Codes 

Trust Not afraid of letting me go out 
Critically dependent on superintendent 
I won’t undermine her 
Information provider 
There is no politics with him\ 
As long as she pursues things openly and honestly 
Does what he says 
You have to be able to trust your superintendent 

Role Understanding One member is not the board 
Ok to ask questions in public…let me know ahead of time 
The Board did not direct me to do that 
They may have beliefs, but don’t drive agenda 
Board member needs to be responsible 
Protect the process of government 
You can do whatever you want…but I’m resigning 
Board member individually doesn’t have authority 
Balance the enthusiasm with willingness to hold accountable 
I’m comfortable with my role as board member 

Communication Good listener 
Capable of discerning my opinion 
Open and easy lines 
No surprises 
Someone who can read people enough 
Very easy to get a hold of…will stop everything 
Open and approachable to me 
Not lofty communication 
What one member gets, every member gets 

Relationship Very good relationship 
Outside the realm, I would be her friend 
We may differ, but…we leave smiling and understanding 
Be an authentic person…people feel they understand you 
Treats me with respect 
Makes time for me 
We like each other very much, but no one comes to my house for dinner 
Character issues are critical 
Keep it focused on the kids 
Always does what he says  

Performance Ranks high in all these areas 
Get the aircraft carrier going in the new direction 
Do what I consider to be magic 
Perception of our district in the community is well-run 
Getting us through such a difficult period 
She became a very good captain of the ship 
It is because of the superintendent 
High level of credibility with the public 
Very good manager 
He is always teaching us something 
Engage the public 
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 The next step in the process involved axial coding, “whereby data are put back 

together in new ways after open coding, by making connections between categories” 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 96).  The researcher reviewed the database, seeking 

connections between the categories.   

 The final step in the coding process was selective coding, or “the process of 

selecting the core category, systematically relating it to other categories, validating those 

relationships, and filling in categories that need further refinement and development” 

Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 116).  For example, the category of “trust” was identified as 

the core category for governing board members and found to be influenced by multiple 

other categories, including “relationship with the superintendent.”  The category of 

“relationship with the superintendent” was further winnowed down to include the 

subcategories of “sense of ethics,” “equal treatment,” and “likeability.”Within 

communication the researcher identified a subcategory, labeled “no surprises.” 

Memoing 

 During the coding process, beginning with the initial analysis memos were 

composed as concepts, ideas, and questions emerged.  Ideas are often fragile and fleeting 

and memos remind the researcher and spark new ideas and questions as they are 

reviewed.   Additionally, Strauss and Corbin (1998) argue that memoing enables the 

researcher to make sense of the data and stay on course.  They write, “It is truly amazing 

to observe how a database accumulates and grows theoretically over time…memos serve 

the dual purpose of keeping the research grounded and maintaining that awareness for the 

researcher” (p. 218).     
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Validation 

 Validation is an important part of any qualitative research study.  Creswell (2003) 

recommends using at least two validation strategies in a study.  Heppner and Heppner 

(2004) note that true member check includes the review of transcriptions with completed 

coding. This research used a modified version of member checking.  Upon conclusion of 

the coding and analysis and development of an initial theoretical framework, the 

researcher e-mailed participants the framework with a request to provide feedback 

(Appendix G).  All participants responded to the request.  Their feedback was analyzed 

and included in Chapter four. 

 Triangulation was also completed in part through peer debriefing.  The researcher 

selected a senior, veteran school administrator to “keep the researcher honest; ask hard 

questions about methods, meanings, and interpretations; and provides the researcher with 

the opportunity for catharsis” (Creswell, 2003, p. 208).     

Additionally, the validation process also included a data team meeting with the 

researcher’s full dissertation committee.  Initial categories were presented to committee 

members.  Questions and comments were posed to the researcher for further 

consideration. The researcher also remained in frequent contact with the dissertation 

committee chair, receiving feedback on the methodology and data analysis periodically.         

Conclusion 

This study used qualitative grounded theory methods to discover how 

superintendent establish and maintain positive and productive relationships with their 

governing boards.  A semi-structured interview was administered to six participants, 
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including two superintendents and four governing board members.  Data was analyzed 

using the constant comparative methods.   Based on an analysis of the data, a theoretical 

framework was constructed.   
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

As a school district’s chief executive officer, the superintendent is responsible for 

“administer[ing] the policies of the Board and…provid[ing] leadership for the entire 

school system” (ASBA Board Policy CBA).  The demands placed on the position are 

considerable.  Carter and Cunningham (1997) contend that a significant factor in a 

superintendent’s ability to meet expectations is the relationship the superintendent enjoys 

with the local school board.  Goodman and Zimmerman (2000) consider the relationship 

to be the “key cornerstone of the foundation for high student achievement” (p. 1).  The 

costs of a poor superintendent-school board relationship are high for districts.  It 

negatively impacts student achievement (Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001; Sorgi, 2006), 

encourages turnover (Alsbury, 2004; Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Shields, 2002), and 

stifles reform (Fullan, 2001; Konnert & Augenstein, 1995).   

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to develop a theory on how public 

school superintendents establish and maintain productive relationships with their 

governing boards.  To effectively address and answer that question, it was also necessary 

to discover what characteristics and traits governing board members find most desirable 

in superintendents.   The conclusions drawn from this research, including the resulting 

theoretical framework may be used by new and/or struggling superintendents to assist in 

developing more productive relationships with their governing board members.  

Superintendents and governing board members in the same districts were interviewed to 

discover the strategies superintendents use to develop and maintain positive and 
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productive relationships with their governing boards.  Using data gleaned from the 

interviews, a theory was developed on how successful superintendents build and maintain 

productive relationships with their governing boards.   

This chapter begins with a review of the study design.  A rich description of the 

participants and their respective districts is then presented, followed by an introduction of 

the results and findings to research questions one and two.  The chapter concludes with 

the presentation of the theoretical framework resulting from the research. 

Review of the Study Design 

This grounded theory study explored the relationship of successful Arizona school 

superintendents and members of their governing boards through participants’ responses 

to extended semi-structured interviews.  The purpose of this grounded theory study was 

to develop a theory on how successful Arizona public school superintendents establish 

and maintain productive relationships with their governing boards.  Specifically, the 

research was structured to identify the strategies that superintendents use to establish and 

maintain positive and productive relationships with their governing boards and develop a 

corresponding theory.  To better understand how these strategies foster a productive 

relationship, a second research question was posed; what characteristics and aptitudes do 

governing board members find most desirable in the superintendent?  

This was a qualitative study, designed with open-ended questions to provide great 

latitude for participants to tell their story.  Miles and Huberman (1994) note that 

qualitative data serve as “a source of well-grounded, rich descriptions and explanations of 

processes in identifiable local contexts” (p. 1). 
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A purposeful sampling of superintendents in Arizona was identified using the 

following criteria: 

•  Continuously employed in their current superintendency for four or more years.   

•  Serve in a district with an enrollment of 1001 students or greater, the number of 

students necessary to qualify for medium-sized district status, as determined by 

the Arizona School Administrators (ASA). 

• Work in a district within a two-hour drive of Tucson, Arizona. 

These criteria produced a list of thirteen public school district superintendents.  

Guided by Brunner’s (2000) work, recommenders were used to rank order the indentified 

superintendents with the intention of determining the most successful superintendents.  

For purposes of this study, successful superintendents were defined as proactive and 

purposeful superintendents who have demonstrated the ability to get things done and 

move the school district forward in a coherent and positive direction.  Six award-winning 

current and former superintendents were asked to serve as the recommenders. Two of the 

thirteen superintendents were nominated by five of the six recommenders. No other 

superintendent received more than four votes.  These two top-scoring superintendents 

agreed to participate.  Heeding Mountford’s (2004) warning to avoid reliance exclusively 

on self-perceptions, two randomly selected board members were also interviewed from 

each superintendent’s district.           
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The School Districts 

The two school districts that participated in this study, Dry Springs and Canyon, 

educated more than 23,000 students during the 2009-2010 school year. Both districts are 

labeled large districts (enrollment of 5001 or more students) as determined by the 

Arizona School Administrators.  The districts are situated in suburban locations and 

enroll a diverse population of learners.  Each district has multiple Title I campuses.  Like 

the majority of Arizona school districts, the participating districts each have five-member 

governing boards.     

Table 2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dry Springs School District is an award winning school district with an 

enrollment of nearly 8000 students located in southern Arizona. With the exception of the 

Dry Springs and Canyon At-a-Glance 

 Dry Springs Canyon 

Enrollment 7409 14,690 

# of Schools 12 20 

Geographical Size 400 sq. miles 108 sq. miles 

Community Suburban/Rural Suburban 

%Free/Reduced 70% 43% 

# Title I 
Campuses 

12 5 

Met District AYP 
No No 

AZ Learns Labels 
3Perfroming, 

9 Performing Plus 

3 Performing, 8 Performing 
Plus, 4 Highly Performing, 5 

Excelling 

M & O Override 
10% 10% 

Last Bond 
2005 2009 

FY 10 Secondary 
Assessed 
Valuation 

$653,247,395 $1,750,160,730 



102 
 

 

current school year, Dry Springs’ enrollment has steadily increased each year during the 

past decade.  The district operates 12 schools, serving the needs of students across a 

nearly 400 square mile area, ranging from suburban to rural.  Every school earned an 

Arizona Learns label of at least performing during the 2009-2010 school year.  Arizona 

Learns is an Arizona Department of Education rating system designed to measure student 

performance.  It operates on a five point scale, including excelling, highly performing, 

performing plus, performing, and underperforming.  Nine of Dry Springs’ 12 schools 

earned the label performing plus.   

Dry Springs is a majority-minority district with 52 percent of students identified 

as Hispanic or Latino.  Thirty-five percent of learners in Dry Springs are White.  Six 

percent of students are African-American, 5 percent are Native-American, and 2 percent 

are classified Asian.  Approximately 70 percent of the district’s students qualify for 

federally-subsidized free or reduced meals.  

  As a district, Dry Spring students perform at or near the state average on the 

annual high-stakes Arizona Instrument to Measures Standards (AIMS) tests in math and 

reading.  This is particularly impressive when you consider that Dry Springs’ student 

population has approximately 25 percent more students identified as economically-

disadvantaged (eligible for free or reduced lunch) compared with the state average.   

Additionally, the district has made steady gains in academic achievement since 2000.  

For example, in math, Dry Springs’ eighth graders were performing 10 points below the 

state average in 2005; by 2009, eighth graders in the district were outperforming the state 
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by 7 percentage points.  Tables 3 and 4 below provide a demographic breakdown of the 

district’s performance on math and reading AIMS exams conducted in the spring of 2010.         

Table 3 
Dry Springs AIMS Math Results Spring 2010 

Ethnicity Falls Far 
Below 

Approaches Meets Exceeds Total 
Population 

Asian 10 12 22 35 79 

Black 88 80 84 49 301 

Hispanic 547 628 1003 482 2660 

Native Am. 86 88 91 38 303 

White 207 261 667 518 1653 

Total 938 1069 1867 1122 4996 

 

Table 4 
Dry Springs AIMS Reading Results Spring 2010 

Ethnicity Falls Far 
Below 

Approaches Meets Exceeds Total 
Population 

Asian 2 13 53 11 79 

Black 31 81 178 11 301 

Hispanic 190 685 1670 116 2661 

Native Am. 29 87 174 13 303 

White 62 239 1171 181 1653 

Total 314 1105 3246 332 4997 

 

Community support of the school district is strong.  Voters have supported the 

passage of two capital improvement bonds during the past 10 years.  Additionally, a ten 

percent maintenance and operations override, which has been in existence since 2000, 

was reauthorized in March, 2010.  In the spring of each year the district asks parents to 
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evaluate the quality of schooling that students receive. During the last six years, 96% of 

parents have given the district’s schools a grade of either “A” or “B.”  

   Canyon School District is a large suburban school district of nearly 16,000 

students in southern Arizona.  After reaching record enrollment in 2002-2003, Canyon 

has seen a modest decline in overall enrollment during the past eight years.  The district 

encompasses slightly more than 100 square miles of territory.  Canyon enjoys a strong 

reputation state-wide for its array of high-performing schools.  Like Dry Springs, every 

Canyon school earned a label of at least performing for the 2009-2010 school year.  Five 

of Canyon’s 20 schools earned excelling status, including two comprehensive high 

schools.  Four additional schools were identified as highly performing.   

Demographically, Canyon is a diverse district.  While large tracts of the district 

are composed of neatly planned upper-middle class neighborhoods, nearly 43 percent of 

Canyon’s students qualify for free or reduced lunch.  This is an increase of four percent 

over the past five years.  Approximately 53 percent of Canyon’s students are White and 

36 percent are Hispanic or Latino.  Roughly 4.5 percent of Canyon students are Black, 

4.5 percent are Asian, and nearly 2 percent are Native-American. 

Student academic performance in Canyon is particularly strong.  An analysis of 

the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) accountability benchmarks show that overall Canyon 

tenth-grade student performance was more than 30 percentage points higher on the math 

and reading AIMS tests than required to meet NCLB’s Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  

Tenth grade is the high school year students in Arizona take the high-stakes AIMS tests, 

passage on which is a state-mandated graduation requirement.  Tables 5 and 6 below 
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depict the percentage of students who met or exceeded the AIMS math and reading 

standards during the spring 2009 testing administration.  The data is disaggregated by 

ethnic group and student performance is displayed for students in sixth grade, eighth 

grade, and tenth grade.         

Table 5 
Canyon Percentage Students Meeting AIMS Math Standards, Spring 2009 

Grade White Hispanic Black American 
Indian 

Asian 

6th 90 62 56 42 95 

8th 83 58 55 48 91 

10th 88 62 59 62 87 

 

Table 6 
Canyon Percentage Students Meeting AIMS Reading Standards, Spring 2009 
Grade White Hispanic Black American 

Indian 
Asian 

6th 90 64 64 45 96 

8th 84 63 57 66 92 

10th 92 72 69 62 86 

   

The District enjoys wide-spread community support at the voting booth as 

evidenced by the reauthorization of ten percent maintenance and operations override in 

2009 and the passage of a180 million dollar capital bond in 2007.  Support in Canyon has 

not always been so strong.  In 2000, the District regularly made news headlines during an 

ugly recall election that targeted three governing board members.  Issues included lack of 

financial transparency, procurement violations, sloppy land deals, and the perception of 

an unresponsive and unethical governing board.  Dr. Sanders, Canyon’s current 

superintendent, who was hired during this tumultuous period, was actually initially 
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interviewed and selected by the sitting board in the spring of 2000 and then re-

interviewed and officially hired by the new governing board that took office following 

the May, 2000 recall election.   In all, Dr. Sanders individually met with and was vetted 

by eight governing board members during a two-month period beginning in April of 

2000.               

The Participants 

 The two superintendents selected to participate in this study were identified as 

successful superintendents by a group of six award-winning nominating superintendents.  

The participating superintendents came to their present positions through traditional 

career advancement.  They each served as teacher, principal, and central office 

administrator before ascending to the superintendency.   One superintendent is female 

(Dr. Sanders) and one is male (Dr. Johnson).  Both participants are in their first 

superintendency.   However, they each have more than 10 years of experience in their 

current position.  Both participants have earned doctorates from a major state university.  

One holds a doctorate in educational leadership and the other in curriculum and 

instruction.   Both superintendents have been recognized by Arizona School 

Administrators as Arizona Superintendents of the Year and Dr. Johnson was also selected 

as Arizona’s nominee to compete in the American Association of School Administrators’ 

National Superintendent of the Year competition.   Table 7 below provides more details.   

 
 
 
 
 
 



107 
 

 

Table 7  
Superintendent Participants 

Name District Education Years in 
Education 

Years as 
Superintendent 

Previous Positions 
 

Dr. Johnson Dry 
Springs 

Ed.D. 
Educational 
Leadership 

32 14 Teacher, principal, 
assistant superintendent 

Dr. Sanders Canyon Ph.D. 
Curriculum/ 
Instruction 

39 11 Teacher, principal, 
central office positions  

 
 

 All four of the governing board members selected to participate in this study were 

college-educated, having each earned at least a bachelor’s degree.  One board member 

holds an advanced degree.  The participants included two males and two females.  All 

participating board members have or had children of their own enrolled in the same 

district in which they serve.  Table 8 below provides more details. 

Table 8      
Governing Board Participants 

Name District Education Occupation Years on 
board 

Motivation 
to run 
 

Children in  
District? 

Mr. 
Matthews 

Dry 
Springs 

B.S. Accountant 6 Recruited 
– focus on 
kids 

Yes 

Mrs. 
Thomas 

Dry 
Springs 

B.S. Grass-roots 
political 
activist 

2 Recruited 
– no one 
else 

running 

Yes 

Mrs. Kelly Canyon B.A. Activist 4  Appointed Yes 

Mr. Buckley Canyon M.Ed. HR 
Director 

8 Build a 
new high 
school 

Yes 
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Introduction to the Findings 

 Data were collected for this study through the delivery of two parallel semi-

structured interview protocols (one for the governing board members and one for the 

superintendents).  The interviews explored the strategies that superintendents utilize to 

establish and maintain positive and productive relationships with their governing boards 

and to identify the characteristics and aptitudes that governing board members find 

desirable in superintendents.   

The interviews all took place over a three-week period in September 2010 at a 

place of the participants’ choosing.  The superintendents, Dr. Johnson and Dr. Sanders, 

were interviewed in their respective offices.  Two governing board members, Mrs. Kelly 

and Mrs. Thomas, were interviewed in their home.  Mr. Buckley was interviewed at his 

place of employment, and Mr. Matthews’ interview was conducted in the lobby of a 

hotel.    

Data were analyzed with the intention of identifying the strategies that successful 

superintendents utilize to develop and maintain positive and productive relationship with 

their governing board members and to discover the characteristics and aptitudes that 

governing board members find desirable in superintendents.   

This grounded theory study was predicated upon extended semi-structured 

interviews to address the research questions.  Using open-ended questions and semi-

structured format allowed participants to elaborate on relevant issues and enable the 

researcher to follow-up on emerging themes.  Subjects were encouraged to share their 

personal feelings, provide anecdotes, and tell their story. 
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 Governing board participants were given the governing board interview 

protocol (Appendix B) and participating superintendents were given the superintendent 

interview protocol (Appendix A).  The researcher asked all questions on the protocol to 

each participant and appropriate follow-up questions as each individual interview 

demanded.  All six interviews were conducted during a three-week period in September, 

2010.  Interviews ranged in duration from 38 minutes to one hour and thirty-two minutes.  

The average length of an interview was one hour and ten minutes. 

The findings are presented as follows; the research questions are addressed in 

order.  A discussion of question one data reveals the strategies used by successful 

superintendents to build and maintain relationships with their governing boards. Question 

two identifies the overarching needs governing board members have of their 

superintendents.  Each research question is restated and followed by an analysis of the 

interview data.  Finally, a theoretical framework to guide superintendents in establishing 

and maintaining positive and productive relationships with their governing boards is 

introduced.    

Research Question One 

How do successful Arizona public school superintendents establish and maintain 

positive and productive relationships with their governing boards? 

 This section will review the analysis of data pertaining to superintendent actions 

designed to build and maintain positive and productive relationships with governing 

boards.   
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Role Understanding 

The need for governing board members in this study to trust their superintendent 

is critical to the establishment of a positive and productive relationship.  The inverse is 

not necessarily true.  While superintendents in this study recognized the critically 

important role that trust plays in establishing an effective relationship with their 

governing board, the development of trust was more a means to an end, than an end in 

itself.  Being viewed as “trustworthy” or “having a high level of credibility with me” as 

several board members indicated was necessary in order for superintendent’s to direct 

board member role understanding.  Therefore, implementing strategies that cultivate and 

maintain role understanding among board members is job one for superintendents.  Dr. 

Johnson admitted that not every board has gotten along with each other as well as he 

would like.  This can lead to board members deviating, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally, from their prescribed roles.  In the following response, Dr. Johnson 

shares a specific strategy that served to both provide direction to his board and help the 

individual members better understanding their role.      

We have had a really interesting discussion over the past couple of years with the 

Board about our mission, vision, core values, and goals, because I always try to 

use those as the filter.   Sometimes boards see a particular initiative that they want 

to undertake and I always try to use that as the beacon or filter and say ok, how 

does that match up with what we are really trying to do?  And that has been very 

helpful because I think sometimes there has been the inclination to go off into this 

other direction.  One of the things that the Board did a year ago – in part at my 
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prompting…I thought it was really important for the Board to restate a 

commitment to the mission, vision, core values, and goals, because only one of 

the members was on the board when we adopted it.  And one of the things they 

asked me to do was to even flesh that out further and say, ok, if we are going to 

make these commitments as a board member, what does that mean in real-

life…And that really helped to define the priorities, roles, and expectations for a 

board member.  In all honesty, part of the reason I was doing that was to try and 

get them focused and not to take us off in some other direction.  Going through 

this process I believe focuses the board members and puts them in position to 

more fully understand and appreciate their role.      

The superintendents in this study felt board member role understanding was 

fundamental to establishing a positive and productive relationship with the governing 

board.  Ironically, and making this task more daunting, establishing and maintaining 

appropriate role understanding may run counter to the expectations of the public.  While 

Smoley (1999) narrowed the duties of school boards to six core responsibilities, Dr. 

Sanders argued that the elected nature of governing boards encouraged school board 

members to stray beyond the limits of their role. “There is a huge temptation for 

governing board members to involve themselves in minutiae.  And frankly, the public ask 

for it to happen.”  Focusing school board members on their role is a challenge. Trust is 

essential in that process.  Dr. Sanders explains, 

In terms of their relationship with their superintendent, they [school board] do 

some testing to make sure that frankly the superintendent isn’t hanging them out 
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to dry.  So it is really important to remember even the small things work toward 

establishing or destroying trust.  Let’s say they [school board] refer a complaint to 

me.   They let the community member know it is being referred to the 

superintendent and the superintendent will inform them of the outcome as 

appropriate.  Sometimes, the community member has a problem with that because 

they want the board member to hold the flag and tackle the problem.   And the 

board member is taking a risk – they typically will test me, a new board member 

in particular, will test me several times.  Just to get a feel for how the follow-up 

goes.  But if I take care of the issue and keep the board member in the loop then 

the member is comfortable staying in policy. 

 The superintendents in this study were very clear on the importance of board 

members having a clear understanding of their role. In discussing the important 

characteristics of an effective board member, Dr. Johnson stated,  

I think the recognition that a board member individually doesn’t really have 

authority is so important.  That their authority comes exclusively in a legally-

convened meeting where they take action on a posted agenda item where two of 

their colleagues vote the same way they do. I think that that recognition is 

absolutely necessary.  Because occasionally, you will get board members who 

will see their role differently.  They tend to micromanage  That is why I think that 

recognition, just how a public body works, is essential.  
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Dr. Sanders felt similarly, sharing that effective board members “understand that they are 

just that, a governing board member.   They are not the Board. That is a real hard one for 

some members to fully understand.”     

Highly Performing Superintendents 

Included in the interview protocol for all participants was the question 

“Historically, the superintendency has been viewed through four role conceptualizations 

(teacher-scholar, manager, democratic leader, applied social scientist).  Tell me how 

these relate to your current role as superintendent?”  Both superintendents responded to 

this question by stressing the important role that instructional leadership plays within the 

current framework of the superintendency.  Dr. Johnson stated, “I really believe, 

particularly in today’s environment, that superintendents need to be instructional leaders. 

You must be able to move student achievement.”  Dr. Johnson returned to the notion of 

superintendent as instructional leader throughout the interview.  In fact, he identified only 

the “character” of the superintendent and assuming the superintendency “to make a 

difference” as more important. He elaborated,  

Again, I just think being able to be an instructional leader is critical to the 

superintendency.  And that means having a strong understanding of what 

constitutes good teaching, what we need to do to ensure that effective curriculum 

is in place, effective professional development.  Being the instructional leader 

also means recognizing the need to be an ongoing learner.  I just think that it is 

absolutely essential to continue learning, continue reading, and to demonstrate 

that desire and model that behavior for the person you are supposed to be leading. 
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Dr. Sanders rated instructional leadership just as high, arguing that the teacher-scholar 

role and strong communicative abilities are the most important skills for superintendents.  

However, she noted that practically-speaking a superintendent that maintains a focus on 

instruction at the expense of school finance does so at his or her own peril.  Dr. Sanders 

stated, “Sadly people will put up with incompetent instruction much longer than they will 

tolerate incompetent financial management.”   

Superintendents in the participating districts were credited by their board members for 

rising student achievement during their tenure.   

Interestingly, while board members were lavish in the praise they provided their 

superintendents for what they evaluated as highly-effective democratic-leadership, the 

superintendents were less certain of how well effectively they fulfilled this role.  Dr. 

Johnson cited a time early in his superintendency where he led the deconstruction of the 

site-based management culture that had developed under his predecessor.  And Dr. 

Sanders went as far as to describe her leadership style as more “benevolent-dictator” than 

democratic-leader.  Still, ample evidence existed to suggest that both participants were 

strong democratic-leaders.   

However, both leaders spoke at length about their role as the district’s leader 

visionary and values-setter.  Dr. Johnson felt it was vital for the superintendent to 

“develop a shared vision for the organization.  I really believe in having a clear picture of 

where the organization needs to go and I would really put an emphasis on the shared 

vision, the shared leadership.”  Dr. Sanders consistently brought up the role the 
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superintendent can and should play in establishing the organization’s value constructs.  

She offered the following as emphasis,   

I set the value system and I find myself now and then realizing that I have 

delegated too much.   Typically I catch this after something negative has 

happened and I think wow, I wouldn’t have done that.  In those times I have to 

pull-back and say, no we’re not going to do that.  I realize if I’m not setting the 

values of the leadership then things will go awry pretty quickly because people 

get very linear – and it isn’t that they are wrong, it is just that sometimes they 

forget how even well-intentioned actions came sometimes actually make the 

problem larger, not smaller.    

 This recognition by Dr. Sanders was important as the governing board members 

in this study universally expected high-performing superintendents.  As Mr. Buckley 

noted, “Dr. Sanders has done a very good job and the District should be grateful.  But this 

isn’t a job that that rewards past accomplishments regardless of current performance.  In 

the end, it is about the kids in school today.”          

Superintendent as Communicator 

 Superintendents in this study dedicated considerable time and effort 

communicating with their governing boards.  Dr. Johnson explained, “I work very hard, 

as I always have, to try and keep them informed.  They get an e-mail from me probably 

three times a week and sometimes daily.”  As was mentioned earlier, the notion of no 

surprises is very important to superintendents in this study.  Both superintendents 

emphasized the need to inform board members of sensitive news directly before they 
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learned about it from another source.  For example, Dr. Johnson shared that “I always try 

to make sure that the Board knows about something before they read about it in the 

newspaper.”   

Perhaps even more importantly, the superintendents shared their efforts to assist 

board members in understanding their role in the communication process as well. The 

concept of no surprises was stressed by both superintendents.  They emphasized the need 

to work closely with board members to protect the public perception of the 

superintendent-governing board relationship and the school district overall.  Dr. Sanders 

noted,  

Effective governing board members understand that it is very important to speak 

in public and ask questions of me in public, but it is also much better for the 

district if they let me know ahead of time the kinds of things that I will need to 

have information on so that it isn’t a I got you kind of moment 

As Mrs. Thomas explained, “It is good policy to ask difficult questions before the 

meeting through e-mail or a call to the superintendent, so you are not throwing curve 

balls at the staff in the public meeting.  Nothing good comes from that.”   

 Both superintendents shared multiple strategies they use to communicate 

effectively with their board members.  Those strategies include meeting governing board 

members individually and in groups of two periodically, providing regular written and e-

mail correspondence, making personal phone calls as needed, and being available to 

respond to board members questions and concerns quickly.  Dr. Sanders detailed,  
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 I have spent considerable time in the past, but maybe even more time now, 

communicating with individuals and couples of the board talking with them about 

the unpleasant financial times we face and the kinds of options I see in the future.  

For example I will say, here is the direction I’m moving in terms of identifying 

potential budget cuts.  I need to get a feel from you if this is the expectation from 

your perspective.  I have another strategy where monthly I meet with the board 

president before the second meeting of the month and he just selects a board 

member because we don’t want to post it by having a committee.  He just 

randomly selects a board member an hour before the meeting and we review and 

finalize the agendas and then talk about other things that are necessary to talk 

about.  

Superintendent Relationship with Board Members 

 Superintendents in this study identified ethics, or the character of the 

superintendent, as critical to the overall likelihood of superintendent success.  Dr. 

Johnson explained the relationship, 

I think the character issues are critical.  Having been in this role as many years as 

I have, I have had the opportunity to meet a lot of folks around the state, some of 

who have been very successful and some who haven’t.  The character issue plays 

an important role in that.  I just think the character issues become much more 

essential when you are the superintendent because any character issues become 

more evident and much more public. 
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Dr. Sanders agreed, noting a guiding principle of being honest and straight-forward with 

her board.  She felt this approach best served to develop the trust of her board members 

and shape their role understanding.  Perhaps no incident better reflects this belief, then a 

critical incident that took place early in her tenure as superintendent of Canyon School 

District. 

It was my first year and my predecessor had encouraged all of the administrators 

to join their own union.  And so then I have the teachers’ union saying that my 

administrative team that was part of meet-and-confer couldn’t negotiate with them 

because they were part of a union and they don’t negotiate with other unions.   

Roughly speaking, I got my administrators to abandon their union and become 

leaders.   I don’t understand leaders and a union.  But what happened in that 

moment is that our union leadership declared that they needed to speak with the 

board alone in executive session related to negotiations and compensation.  And I 

know this happens in other districts, but it is not ok with me.   So I set up an 

executive session and listened to my board discuss this and listened and listened.   

And I went home and wrote them a long letter and said you can do whatever you 

want.  But if this is what you do, it is a vote of no-confidence and I will be 

resigning.  You do not have to pay out my contract, you do not have to do 

anything.  I am gone.   And they panicked.  And so to a person, every one of them 

apologized and committed that they would not be doing this stuff.     

Each board members in the study indicated that their superintendent was “focused 

on the kids” and “willing to make the tough decisions for the right reasons.” Dr. Johnson 
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argued that in order to be successful in the superintendency, the individual must be in the 

position for the right reasons. He explained here, 

Well I think, I think that there is kind of a continuum of why people want to 

become a superintendent.  On one extreme there are people who want to be 

somebody; they want the position, the prestige.  And on the other extreme there 

are people who want to do something positive and I think when we are all 

interviewed for these positions we say it is to do something positive.  Maybe in 

our heart-of-hearts that is really where we are.  Truthfully, there is probably a part 

of all of us that sits on both ends of the continuum.  But I think that the closer you 

are over to the doing good end, rather than wanting to be somebody, I think that is 

absolutely crucial. To be success in this job you must really want to do it because 

you are going to make a difference for staff, and students, and the community.  

And I think that has to be at the center of why any individual chooses the 

superintendency.          

Superintendents in this study also indicated that providing equal treatment to all 

board members was critical to developing and maintaining a strong relationship with their 

board.  Underscoring this point, Dr. Johnson shared the following specific strategy, 

I try to give the president at least the courtesy of being aware of things first if I 

have the need to call all of the Board.  But I don’t give the board president more 

information than what I give to other board members.  I’m pretty sensitive to that 

and that is one of the reasons I’ve tried to rely on the written communication 

because I can be fairly sure they are all getting the same information.  
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Dr. Sanders similarly described how whenever board members request information on an 

item, she provides the information to all board members.  She emphasized that this is 

particularly important when new members join the governing board.  “We take extra time 

to make sure every single governing board member gets all the information the others get 

and to also develop them in ways that make them feel as if they are equal partners in this 

boardsmanship of the District.”  The superintendents both addressed the need to 

proactively orientate new member of the board. Dr. Johnson provides any new individual 

who joins the board with a 25 page document of board member roles and expectations.  

Dr. Sanders echoes this importance.  She suggested that superintendents should never 

make assumptions based on the experiences with the previous board, even when 

membership on the board has changed by just a single person.    

The first thing I do is make sure that my administrative staff and I understand that 

we have a new board.  This can be a very hard thing, re-understanding that we 

have a new board.  And I literally I will walk them through it and say, we are all 

people and human nature being what it is, it is easy to say, oh my God, she is 

asking that question again, I’ve answered that question 25 times.  But you must 

remember, nobody has ever asked the question before as far as the new member is 

concerned.     

 The superintendents also noted that sharing the information collected from a 

board member request with the whole board serves an additional very important purpose; 

it encourages board members to limit inquiries and questions to those appropriate for 

board members.  This directly relates to superintendents’ overarching goal of developing 
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role understanding among their governing board members.  Dr. Johnson explained in 

further detail,    

As far as communicating, I think it is a good practice to provide any requested 

information to the entire board.  I think this can sometimes unnerve a particular 

board member to be honest.  But if a board member individually asks for 

information I try to get it out to everybody.  And that can be a little unnerving as I 

mentioned for some board members. It may be that they want to have a jump on 

other board members with respect to the information.  Or it may be that they may 

have a particular issue that is their issue.  But If I’m telling one board member 

something, I just think it is important to tell them all the same thing.  And they 

know that.  And you know what, I really believe that knowledge by the board 

members discourages them from making requests that they shouldn’t be making. 

Dr. Sanders agreed that sharing information requests with all board members encourages 

members to remain within their role, explaining that when you pass along a request for 

information to all board members, they can self-police themselves more effectively.         

 The superintendents also demonstrated an understanding of the role likeability 

plays in building productive relationships.  Dr. Sanders stressed the need for 

superintendents to be “authentic.”  Both superintendents shared that they have very good 

relationships with their respective governing boards.  Dr. Sanders noted, that “I have a 

really good relationship with the current board.  And you know what?  I’ve never had 

anything but a positive relationship with my board.”  Similarly, Dr. Johnson described his 
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relationship with the board as “a very good working relationship.  They are very 

supportive of me and the direction of the District.”   

Both agreed that they work hard to maintain good relationships with their boards, 

collectively and with individual members.  Dr. Johnson uses multiple strategies to 

achieve this, including a yearly board retreat and attendance at conferences and meetings 

with his board.   Elaborating, he noted that joint conferences provide the board and him 

and opportunity to expand their relationship and address difficult issues facing the 

district. Still, to a significant degree, he admitted to being focused on keeping the board 

focused on role understanding.  He explained, 

Here is my rule.  Where two or more are gathered, I am there.  I made the mistake 

years ago where I had three board members go to the National School Boards 

Association conference and there was a lot going on and I decided not to go.  That 

was a huge mistake on my part.   And they were all really good people but they 

can back with all of these plans of things we were going to be doing, so I learned 

then that if two or more are going then I’m going too. 

Research Question Two 

What characteristics and attributes do governing board members find desirable in 

their superintendent? 

 This section will review the analysis of data pertaining to superintendent 

characteristics and attributes that governing board members find desirable. 
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Trust 

 At the apex of governing board needs is the need to be able to trust the 

superintendent.  All board members emphasized this and indicated that it exists with their 

current superintendent.   Mrs. Thomas noted that is easy to trust Dr. Johnson, “because he 

always does what he says he will do.”  Mr. Matthews believed that Dr. Johnson has 

earned a high level of credibility with the board that makes the board more comfortable 

extending the superintendent freedom and latitude that comes with a trustworthy 

relationship. Mr. Matthews also recognized that the trust has allowed Dr. Johnson to 

move the agenda along, sharing a concern that he acknowledged might have been more 

critical if not for the trust he and the board have in Dr. Johnson.   

He seems to be a very good leader of people.  Sometimes though, I think he 

manages us as the Board, sometimes more than I would, more than I sometimes 

feel comfortable with.  And I’ve told him that.  I sometimes feel that - he is good 

at moving us to where he wants us to be.  And, I guess that is part of his job as a 

manager…he is left with the day-to-day responsibilities and hopefully he is taking 

you us the right direction and unless you as the board have something that you are 

really against, you usually don’t pull the plug on him.   

Mrs. Kelly best captured how powerful this trust can be and the part it plays in 

maintaining board member role understanding.  She explained, 

I trust her implicitly to make her choices.  They are not always the choices I 

would necessarily make from my previous perspective, because I was a parent 

with specific views based primarily on what had happened in the district.   Her 
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decision-making is such that they may not have been choices I would have made, 

but in the end they really were the very best decisions.   So I really have grown to 

respect her ability to judge how good something would be and how well these 

things would be carried out.   

High-performing Superintendent 

As indicated by Mrs. Kelly above, when superintendents perform at a high level 

board members find it easier to trust their recommendations.  Board members in this 

study distinguished between two important expectations related to performance.  They 

expect superintendents to move the district forward in a positive direction and they 

expect the superintendent to be responsive to their individual and collective needs.  All 

board members in the study were highly complimentary of their superintendent’s skills as 

a leader.  Comments regarding the superintendents such as “very good manager,” “very 

good leader,” and “visionary leader” filled board member responses throughout the 

interviews.  Given the opportunity to elaborate, board members were even more 

enthusiastic about superintendent’s abilities.  For example, asked to share her thoughts on 

if and how Dr. Johnson fits Callahan’s (1966) four role conceptualizations of the 

superintendency, Mrs. Thomas responded, “Dr. Johnson certainly excels in all four of 

these roles and he is constantly trying to be better in all of them.”    

But ultimately what board members expect with regard to superintendent 

performance has far less to do with inputs than outputs.  And it was on this point that 

board responses were most specific. Mr. Buckley felt the district was strongly indebted to 

Dr. Sanders for her contributions, stating, 
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Long-term, it goes back to the time when she became superintendent.  It was a 

very contentious time and she became a very good captain of the ship.  She got it 

going in the right direction and the District owes her for that.  She has taken and 

rounded off some of the rough edges of some of the staff members that were there 

and some of those staff members are no longer there.  And the folks she has 

brought in, I think they have always been talent upgrades compared to what we 

had in the past.   

Mrs. Kelly was even more lavish in describing Dr. Sanders’ impact on the district, 

To watch her walk into an absolutely horrible situation, coming in and finding out 

the district was in dire straits financially and emotionally.  I went from a highly 

supportive teacher position and started watching her deal with so many 

constraints and how successfully she handled all that.  And for ten years, I have 

had the opportunity to watch Dr. Sanders do what I consider to be magic. 

Mrs. Thomas was equally enthusiastic about Dr. Johnson’s legacy to the district.   

She felt Dr. Johnson was a very strong instructional leader who was willing to address 

serious shortcomings in the district’s curriculum articulation and fidelity of 

implementation.  Mrs. Thomas explained one of Dr. Johnson’s most important 

accomplishments, 

He took the District from where things weren’t happening the same, not just from 

school to school, but classrooms right next to each other weren’t teaching the 

same things.  He had to get everyone on board and revamp the whole curriculum 
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and system to make it in the certain model he wanted it be.  And he has been very 

successful in doing that.       

And Mr. Matthews proudly declared, “Our district has a very strong reputation in this 

town.”  All four board members indicated that instructional-leadership, which they 

individually defined in such terms as “being very well-versed in the process of 

education,” “great background in education,” “being able to effectively communicate and 

lead teachers to make changes in the classroom,” was a necessary characteristic of an 

effective superintendent.  In fact, only Mr. Buckley indicated any openness to hiring a 

non-traditional candidate (someone without teaching and school-level administrative 

experience) as superintendent. And that came with reservations.  Mr. Buckley explained,  

I think you have to look holistically at it and ask if ultimately the person can do 

the job.  Now is it an easy role if the person is non-certified?  Probably it is going 

to be the toughest thing they will ever do.  They will not have the automatic 

support of lots of members of the organization.     

 Participating board members views of their superintendent as an effective 

democratic-leader were also universal. Board members in this study emphasized the 

importance of that role and responsibility. Regarding Dr. Sanders, Mr. Buckley stated, 

“She applies some very good democratic principles of leadership.  She’s not afraid to 

include others.  She delegates well.  She delegates fluently.”  Mrs. Thomas attributed a 

more coherent approach to teaching and learning to Dr. Johnson’s ability to work with 

and lead a diverse group of teachers. 
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Dr. Johnson has done a very nice job getting all those teachers, the ones who have 

been teaching 30 years and the new ones all on the same page.  It is not easy to 

get that aircraft carrier going in the new direction and the right direction.    

Mrs. Kelly also recognized the vital role the superintendent plays in bringing together 

diverse groups.   

So your leader, your superintendent, has to be able to bring all the schools 

together.  They have to be able to bring the concept to the parents that it is not just 

their little school, but their school is part of a larger district.  This helps to make 

sure no school is left behind…Our superintendent is an excellent democratic-

leader. 

Mrs. Thomas was equally clear about the expectations she held for Dr. Johnson, 

relative to external relations, stating, “I expect him to reach out and make contact, 

communicate with the community and have an open door.”  Mr. Matthews shared that 

perhaps Dr. Johnson’s biggest contribution to the district has been the positive growth in 

the perception the community has of the school system.  “Our district is perceived by the 

community as being very effective.  The superintendent is a large part of it.  The District 

is just seen that way, positively.  I believe Dr. Johnson is perceived that way too.”   

Leading positive change that results in a district making substantive progress is 

only part of a superintendent’s task.  Dr. Johnson argued that while the best board 

members “want to do something positive,” many also run “to be somebody…to gain a 

level of prestige.”  Collectively they serve as the superintendent’s boss and what they 

think directly matters.  As such, board members desire a superintendent who is 
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responsive to their inquiries, interests, and needs.  For example, when discussing how Dr. 

Johnson had positively impacted the district overall, Mr. Matthews added that Dr. 

Johnson, “…is very responsive too, and I don’t it is just to me.  I think he is like that with 

all of us when questions come up.  He is very responsive in getting you the information 

you are asking about.”  Mrs. Kelly particularly valued Dr. Sanders’ efforts to follow-

through on a big picture request when she joined the board.   She explained, “I asked her 

in the beginning to interact outside the circle and try to make people believe that our 

district was our little golden egg.  That is what I believe she needed to do and she did.”  

But the smaller, more personal requests seemed to earn the superintendents board praise 

as well.  Again Mrs. Kelly noted, “If we think something should be on the website, a 

communication, a letter, it is done.  Dr. Sanders see to it.”  Mrs. Thomas valued that same 

responsiveness in Dr. Johnson.  “If I want to see him, if I have an issue or concern, he is 

there ready to listen and respond.  I really appreciate that.”        

Superintendent as Communicator 

 Board members in this study unanimously identified strong communication skills 

as an absolute necessity for superintendents.  Mrs. Thomas adamantly expressed this, 

stating, 

An effective superintendent has very, very open lines of communication and very 

easy lines of communication.  By that I mean, he answers texts, he answers e-

mails. He lets you know when he will be on vacation for a few days.  Anytime 

you have a question and he is at the office, he will pick up the phone.   
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Similar to superintendent performance, Board members distinguished between two 

important expectations relative to superintendent communication.  As Mrs. Thomas 

alluded to above, they expect the superintendent to communicate information to board 

members with frequency and ease.  In other words, they want the superintendent to 

maintain an on-going communication model with the governing board and they expect 

that communicating with the superintendent should be user-friendly for the board 

members.   Additionally, they expected to be informed personally by the superintendent 

of any potentially delicate issue before learning about it from others. This is termed no 

surprises in the theoretical framework.  Mrs. Kelly pointed out that, “If community 

member grabs me at Safeway and has an issue, I need to have some idea about that and 

our superintendent is very good about keeping us in the loop.”   

 Mr. Matthews estimated that, based on his experiences and conversations with 

fellow board members, that Dr. Johnson spend ten hours weekly communicating with the 

board.  He indicated that he receives e-mail updates from the superintendent at least 

twice-weekly and Dr. Johnson calls him whenever necessary.  Additionally, Mr. 

Matthews appreciated the detailed information found in the board packet, specifically, 

“the broad commentaries and background information.”  Mrs. Kelly specifically 

identified the style of Dr. Sanders’ communication, referring to it as “not lofty or talking 

above people.”  Specifically, Mrs. Kelly noted that Dr. Sanders does not assume that she 

is familiar with “all the education lingo” and instead communicates concepts and ideas in 

layman’s terms.  And finally, Mr. Buckley felt that Dr. Sanders works very hard to 
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provide the board information, stating, “She is constantly making more of an effort to 

meet with us, either in small groups, two at a time, or individually.”       

Board members also identified the need for the superintendent to be a good 

listener.  Elaborating on the impact that a superintendent’s listening skills has on his or 

her relationship with the governing board, Mrs. Thomas returned to Dr. Johnson,  

I can get on a tangent when I’m having a meeting with Dr. Johnson and ideas will 

get into my head and I have a very bad habit of interrupting and he will let me 

interrupt, hold his train of thought, listen to what I’m saying.  It doesn’t frazzle 

him at all, and then answer those questions and without losing anything go back 

to what we were talking about.  

Interestingly, both Mrs. Kelly and Mrs. Thomas identified the best listeners as being able 

to uncover what it is really being said.  Mrs. Thomas described it as “the ability to read 

beyond what someone is saying to see the question you are really asking.”  Mrs. Kelly 

expressed this is a strength of Dr. Sanders’ that positively impacts their relationships, 

stating, “I think she discerns my perspective, which I think is huge for a superintendent 

and the relationship to understand a particular board member.”     

 Based upon the interview data, the concept of no surprises is more important to 

superintendents, who work hard to ensure that governing board concerns and issues are 

addressed ahead of time and in private.  However, board members in this study did 

specifically mention the need for no surprises.  This came in short phrases such as “I 

expect to be called when I really need to know about something,” “It is much better if the 
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superintendent tells personally, than if I find out from someone at the store,” and “I want 

to know if a community member is likely to call me.”     

Superintendent Relationship with Board Members 

 Before the superintendent can have a productive relationship with the governing 

board collectively, he or she must first establish a strong relationship with board members 

individually.  Governing board members in this study emphasized the importance of 

having a strong relationship with their superintendent.  Every board member described 

their relationship with the superintendent in positive terms such as “very good 

relationship,” “my relationship with Dr. Sanders has been strong since the beginning,” 

and “She really understands my different background, we have a great relationship.”  The 

responses of governing board members indicated that they were proud of the relationship 

they had with the superintendent and placed a high value on that relationship.  

Collectively, their stories centered on two needs to develop a strong relationship with the 

superintendent.  The superintendent needed to be viewed by the board members as ethical 

and be perceived as likeable.  Superintendents add a third component that will be 

discussed later; the need to provide equal treatment to board members.    

 Board members responses were particularly blunt relative to the issue of 

superintendent ethics.  Their comments indicated that unwavering ethics was non-

negotiable.  Reflecting on Dr. Sanders’ tenure, Mr. Buckley stated,  

Some of the accusations about her predecessor were that there wasn’t a strong 

sense of ethics. Effective superintendents in my mind are very ethical.  They are 
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ethical decision-makers, the position demands a strong sense of ethics.  We have 

that here.    

Mr. Buckley went on to add, “With respect to the Union, I try to reassure Dr. Sanders that 

she still has my support as long as she continues to pursue things openly and honestly.”  

Mrs. Kelly described Dr. Sanders as “very honest, very clear…she does not color things, 

she doesn’t paint a rosy picture just to please us.”  The ethics issue was of considerable 

importance to Mrs. Thomas as well.  “The superintendent has to be seen as honest and 

fair. It can’t be any other way.   Dr. Johnson is both.  He thinks about decisions and runs 

the District very conservatively.  Politics don’t enter into anything he does.”    

 The idea of superintendent likeability was important to all participants.  Perhaps 

this makes sense given Mountford’s (2008) argument that superintendent – school board 

relationships have been “fraught with controversy since their inception” (p. 81).  

Nevertheless, likeability is a vital ingredient in the recipe for a positive relationship.  

Houston and Eadie (2002) believe that “effective education is all about relationships” (p. 

73).  Mrs. Kelly described her relationship with Dr. Sanders as “very strong.”  

Elaborating, she said, 

I like here sense of humor and the fact that she doesn’t take herself too seriously.  

We laugh a lot and she really gets my twisted sense of humor too.  If I think of her 

outside of the realm, I would be her friend.       

Mrs. Thomas seemed equally pleased with the relationship she has with Dr. Johnson. 

I think I have a great relationship with him.  I can be very open, honest.  I can 

have a candid conversation with my viewpoints that might differ from his, but we 
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can still have a very likeable discussion where we both leave smiling and 

understanding. 

Mr. Matthews described his relationship with Dr. Johnson as “very good” and stated, “I 

think our relationship is such that he can let his hair down some with me, whereas with 

lots of people he has got to keep his persona.”  Finally, Mr. Buckley said, “I think all of 

the board members have, what I would call a positive relationship with Dr. Sanders.  And 

that most definitely includes me.” 

Theoretical Framework 

After a thorough analysis of the data a theoretical framework on establishing and 

maintaining positive and productive superintendent- governing board relations was 

developed (Figure 1).  Strauss and Corbin argue that “if theory building is indeed the goal 

of a research project, then findings should be presented as a set of interrelated concepts, 

not just a listing of themes” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 145). 
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Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An analysis of the data showed that trust and role understanding were the central 

phenomena in the superintendent-governing board relationship.  Governing board 

members needed to be able to trust their superintendent first and foremost because, as 

Mrs. Kelly noted, “As board members, we are critically dependent on the information the 

superintendent gives us.”  Mr. Buckley was even more emphatic, stating, “Trust is 

essential.  You have to be able to trust the superintendent.”  However, the superintendent-

school board relationship is not a mirror relationship.  The needs of school board 

members and superintendents do in fact differ.    

While board members are uniform in the conviction that they must be able to trust 
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their superintendent, the same is not true in reverse.  Superintendents in this study 

identified board member role understanding as the most critical element in establishing 

and maintaining a positive and productive relationship with their governing board 

members.  Likewise, board members were not concerned on superintendents accepting 

and embracing their roles.  While superintendents in the study recognized the critical role 

that trust plays in the relationship, establishing trust with a board member was not the 

overarching goal.  However, the superintendents consciously worked to continually build 

the trust-level.  Reflecting on her relationship with board members, Dr. Sanders offered, 

 If I’m working with a board member or all the Board at a meeting, if I do not 

know something, I tell them that.  I also let them know that I will do my best to 

get them follow-up information.  You don’t want to do that too often, because 

again you need to be knowledgeable.  But by doing that, you build trust and 

reinforce the fact that when you do tell them something that they can pretty much 

depend that you are telling them the trust. 

For the superintendents in the study, developing trust was directly related to their 

primary goal of developing board members who accepted and embraced the specifically-

defined role of governing board member.  Dr. Johnson elaborated, 

I think the recognition that a board member individually doesn’t really have 

authority is critical.  That their authority comes in a legally-convened meeting 

where they take action on a posted agenda item where two of their colleagues vote 

the same way they do. I think that that recognition is important.  Because 

occasionally you will get board members who will see their role differently.  They 
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tend to micromanage.  But I think that recognition, just how a public body works, 

is essential. 

Echoing that sentiment, Dr. Sanders shared her perspective on why it is so important to 

the superintendent-governing board relationship for board members to understand and 

embrace their role.   

Effective governing board members understand that they are just that, a governing 

board member.  They are not the Board.  That is a real hard one.  Because 

occasionally, you will get board members who will see their role differently than 

you do.  Those board members tend to micromanage and that can disrupt 

everything.  I think that recognition of how a public body is supposed to work is 

essential.  

 Governing board members articulated three primary superintendent traits that 

fostered and nurtured trust in their superintendent.  They included a high-performing 

superintendent, or as Mrs. Thomas described, a superintendent “who gets results and 

moves us forward.”  Additionally, members sought a strong communicative 

superintendent.  Mr. Buckley recognized this trait in his superintendent, noting, “She 

constantly keeps us informed.  If it is important, I hear from her immediately.”  Finally, 

governing board members felt trust was more readily and deeply developed when the 

superintendent worked to develop strong individual relationships with members.  Mrs. 

Kelly highlighted the importance of this when talking about her relationship with the 

superintendent, she stated,  
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She is a very real person and I think that has made it easier for her to understand 

me.   She doesn’t’ talk above me and she is genuinely interested in what I have to 

say. I think it is real easy to work with her. 

 The theoretical framework proposed above was developed directly from an 

analysis of research questions. 

Board Meeting Agendas and Minutes 

 Participating districts in this study, like all public bodies in the state, are required 

law to post written agendas of governing board meetings at least 24 hours in advance of 

the meeting and provide minutes of meetings, made available to members of the public 

within 72 hours of the meeting. 

 Following the suggestion of Yin (2003) to collect data from a diverse source, the 

methodology included an examination of board meeting agendas and minutes.  Both 

districts provide the public extensive board meeting minutes.  However, the minutes, 

while extensive, did not add an additional layer of understanding to the relationship that 

exists between the superintendent and governing board members.  This may be due in 

part to the fact that all participants in this study agreed that the superintendent is 

primarily responsible for setting the agenda for governing board meetings.        

Results Summary 

 This chapter presented the relevant details and information provided by 

superintendents and governing board members who participated in this study. The data 

was extracted from six semi-structured interviews, conducted with two successful 

Arizona public school district superintendents and four governing board members.  Two 
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governing board members from each of the two participating districts were randomly 

selected to take part in this study.  The data were analyzed using qualitative research 

methods and presented according to the research questions posed in this study. 

 The interview findings indicated that role understanding and trust were the 

overarching phenomena.  Establishing and maintaining these concepts were dependent on 

the superintendent’s performance, communication styles and skills, and relationship 

styles and skills.  These findings were consistent with data from the researcher’s pilot 

study and finding depicted in the literature.   

 The next chapter will provide a brief overview of the study, a summary of the 

findings, implications based upon the findings, and recommendations for future research.    
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

 The concluding chapter of the dissertation presents a review of the research 

problem and methodology used in this study.  This is followed by a summation of the 

findings and discussion of the study’s implications.  The chapter concludes with 

recommendations for further research.     

Statement of the Problem 

 Since the 1982 publication of A Nation at Risk, the American public education 

system has been under increased scrutiny.  This era of reform has included a substantial 

escalation in federal and state government oversight of local school districts and a 

corresponding increase in the pressure placed on districts to raise student achievement.  

Superintendents, as the chief executive officers of their districts, are ultimately 

accountable and responsible for all district operations, including student achievement.  

Carter and Cunningham (1997) declare the superintendency to be a complex and 

demanding profession.  Petersen and Short (2001) argue the positive transformation of 

American public schools is a daunting challenge. 

Glass and Franceschini (2007) found that almost 60 percent of superintendents 

indicate working under either considerable stress or very great stress in the job.  

Contributing to the demands placed on the superintendent are the sometimes 

disharmonious relationships superintendents experience with the governing boards 

(Cooper, Fusarelli, & Carrella, 2000).  In his study of Arizona superintendents, Norton 

(2001) found that 96 percent of participating superintendents believe that establishing 
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strong relationships and working effectively with the school board is the superintendent’s 

most important responsibility.  Unfortunately, most beginning superintendents assume 

the position having no prior experience working with and reporting to a public body.  

Both Norton (2005) and Petersen (1999) argue that the relationship the superintendent 

establishes with the school board impacts district operations, including student 

achievement. 

 Much of the research directed at superintendent-school board relations has 

focused on the perceived historically poor relations between the two parties and the costs 

to the districts when the superintendent-school board relationship is dysfunctional.   

Given that which has been addressed above, there is a need to explore how the strategies 

successful superintendents use to establish and maintain productive relationships with 

their school boards.   The purpose of this grounded theory study was to develop a theory 

on how successful Arizona public school superintendents establish and maintain positive 

and productive relationships with their governing boards.    

 The research questions were as follows: 

1. How do successful Arizona public school superintendents establish and 

maintain positive and productive relationships with their governing boards? 

2. What characteristics and aptitudes do governing board members find desirable 

in their superintendent? 

Review of the Methodology 

 The purpose of this grounded theory study was to develop a theory of how public 

school superintendents establish and maintain positive and productive relationships with 
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their governing boards.  I was interested in learning the strategies and techniques that 

successful superintendents use to build productive and purposeful relationships with their 

governing boards.  Successful superintendents in this study were defined as proactive and 

purposeful superintendents who have demonstrated the ability to get things done and 

move the school district forward in a coherent and positive direction. Using Brunner’s 

(2000) methods, a group of six award-winning current and former superintendents were 

recruited to serve as recommenders.   There job was to identify superintendents that fit 

the above definition of successful superintendent and met the following criteria: 

• Have been continuously employed in their current superintendency for four or 

more years.   

•  Serve in a district with an enrollment of 1001 students or greater, the number of 

students necessary to qualify for medium-sized district status, as determined by 

the Arizona School Administrators (ASA). 

• Work in a district within a two-hour drive of Tucson, Arizona. 

Two superintendents were identified by five of the six recommenders and they both 

agreed to participate in the study.  To avoid exclusive reliance on self-perceptions, two 

governing board members from each district were randomly selected to participate in the 

study as well.     

Using qualitative methods, two parallel semi-structured interview protocols were 

developed and used to collect the data.  Superintendents were given the Superintendent 

Interview Protocol (Appendix A) and governing board members were given the 

Governing Board Interview Protocol (Appendix B). 
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Data were analyzed using the constant comparative method.   The research coded 

data in three stages, beginning with open coding, followed by axial coding, and 

concluding with selective coding.    

Triangulation efforts included a data team meeting with the researcher’s 

dissertation committee, a request for feedback on the theoretical framework by 

participating governing board members, and discussions regarding the data with thee 

researcher’s dissertation committee chairperson.    

Summary of Findings 

An analysis of the data revealed that the two overarching factors pertaining to 

productive superintendent-school board relationships in this study were role 

understanding and trust.  Superintendents in this study indicated that appropriate board 

member role understanding was paramount in their efforts to establish and maintain 

productive relationships with their governing boards.  For governing board members, 

trust was the single most important factor.   Tables 8 and 9 depict the frequency with 

which the major categories were discussed were discussed by the participants during the 

interviews.  The tables reveal that communication was actually the major category with 

the greatest frequency of occurrences in both the superintendent and governing board 

member interviews.  However, communication, while clearly very important and heavily 

emphasized by all participants, was not the central category for superintendents or 

governing board members. For superintendents it was category with the second greatest 

frequency, role understanding, that was the central category or phenomenon.   
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Table 9 

Categorized Superintendent Responses 

Category  Frequency  

Communication  27  

Role Understanding  21  

Vision  20 

Relationship  16  

Providing Direction  12  

Instructional Leader  11  

No Surprises  10  

Ethics  8  

Performance  8 

Supportive  7  

 

Table 10 
Governing Board Member Responses 

Category  Frequency 

Communication  32  

Relationship  26  

Trust  25  

Responsive  19  

Performance  14  

Role Understanding  11  

Ethics  10  

District Reputation  9  

 Equitable Treatment  9  

 No Surprises  7  
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Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) argue that at least three criteria need to be met in 

order for a category to be considered the central category.  First, other major categories 

must be able to relate back to the central category.  Second, it must appear frequently in 

the data.  Third, and more subjectively, the relationship between the central category, 

other major categories, and the data as a whole must be logical.  Strauss and Corbin also 

note that two researchers looking at the same data set could reach two different 

conclusions.  To achieve validity, a researcher’s conclusions must be defensible and 

logical.  After an extensive review and analysis of all the data, I believe I have met that 

threshold.  A great benefit of qualitative research is the opportunity it affords the 

researcher to listen to participants elaborate on their responses and provide their personal 

reasoning and logic.   During the selective coding process, it became apparent to me that 

all the other categories worked to support role understanding and trust.  For example, 

communication was the most frequently occurring category within the data for both 

superintendents and governing board members.  And certainly it is a very important 

category.  However, listening to participants tell their stories, I was able to recognize the 

considerable emphasis superintendents placed on role understanding and board members 

placed on trust.       

The superintendents in this study were explicit that developing positive and 

productive relationships with their governing boards was not an end in itself, but rather a 

means to an end.  Both superintendents described overarching plans and goals for their 

respective districts and the importance that proper board member role understanding 

plays in achieving those greater ends.    
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Superintendent concerns over appropriate board member role understanding are 

found throughout the literature.  For example, Mountford (2008) cites at least three 

historical tensions existent in the superintendent-school board relationship; (1) confusion 

over roles and responsibilities, (2) power struggles, and (3) questionable motives for 

board service.  Each of these tensions can disrupt the appropriate board member role 

understanding desired by superintendents.  The superintendents in this study each 

identified those issues as potential barriers a superintendent faces in his or her attempt to 

develop a productive relationship with the governing board.   

For contemporary superintendents this has become increasingly important and 

challenging as today’s board members are more self-serving and demanding than board 

members from earlier eras (Glass et al., 2000; Goodman & Zimmerman, 20000; 

Mountford, 2004).  Perhaps these factors are contributing to an increasing likelihood of 

board members deviating from their role.  Fuller, et al. (2003), in their study of urban 

superintendents, found that a solid majority of 61 percent of superintendents identified 

board micro-management as an issue within their districts.  The superintendents in this 

study were asked, “What do you believe are the characteristics of an effective board 

member?”  Central to their responses was the need for board members to possess an 

accurate and realistic understanding of their role.  Dr. Johnson noted, “Effective board 

members really understand their role.  They focus on issues of policy, rather than day-to-

day operations.”  Dr. Sanders shared that effective board members resist the temptation to 

become immersed in minutiae and focus instead on issues of governing the district.          
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Like superintendents, the central category for board members was not the 

category that occurred most frequently.  Both communication and relationship were 

mentioned more frequently in the governing board member interviews.  However, each 

board member in this study focused intently on the need to be able to trust their 

superintendent.  Petersen and Short (2001) found that a superintendent’s credibility, 

which they defined around the concepts of trustworthiness and expertness, greatly 

increased the likelihood of the governing board supporting superintendent initiatives.  

Mr. Buckley succinctly stated, “Trust is the non-negotiable in the relationship.  If I can’t 

trust the superintendent, then I can’t support the superintendent.”  

 In this study the interconnectedness of the concepts of role understanding and 

trust might best be exemplified through this reflection offered by Mrs. Kelly,   

What I really admire about our superintendent is that she is not afraid of letting 

me go out and talk to people.  She is not afraid of getting other information.  In 

the end it is still her decision because I’m only one person on the board.  And I 

think that is another thing that is really important, and I have to remember that I 

am only one person on the board.  So I can give my perspective, but I am not 

always going to get my way.  And that is ok.  I trust her and know she will make 

decisions in the District’s best interest.  

The remainder of this section will address the concepts included in my theoretical 

framework, the Strategic Model for Superintendent/School Board Relationships.  The 

concepts included in the model were identified through the stories of the participants.  

For example, a disaggregated view of the category frequency counts demonstrates that 
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each of the concepts included in my theoretical framework enjoyed consistency between 

districts and between governing board members and superintendents.  For example, as 

briefly discussed earlier, communication was mentioned most frequently by both 

superintendents and the governing board members in Dry Springs.  It was the second 

most frequent category identified in the analysis of the Canyon governing board member 

interviews (see Table 8).  Interestingly, trust was the single most frequent category in the 

Canyon governing board interviews.  Though neither board member was on the Canyon 

Governing Board in 2000 during the recall, both provided me with vivid recollections of 

that time and the lack of transparency that inhibited community support and trust of the 

district.    

Table 11 
           Frequency of Governing Board Responses by District 

Category  Dry Springs Canyon 

Communication  18 14 

Relationship  13 13 

Trust  10 15 

Responsive  7 12 

Performance  7 7 

Role Understanding  8 3 

Ethics  3 7 

District Reputation  4 5 

 Equitable Treatment  5 4 

 No Surprises  3 4 
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The superintendents participating in the study were remarkably consistent in their 

interviews.  For example, the top four categories in terms of frequency for both 

superintendents were the same, and in the same order (see Table 9).     

Table 12 
Frequency of Superintendent Responses by District 

Category  Dry Springs Canyon 

Communication  15 12 

Role Understanding  12 10 

Vision  12 8 

Relationship  8 8 

Providing Direction  5 7 

Instructional Leader  5 6 

No Surprises  7 3 

Ethics  5 3 

Performance  6 2 

Support  4 3 

  

Research question one asked “How do successful Arizona public school 

superintendents establish and maintain positive and productive relationship with their 

governing boards?”  Research question two asked “What traits and attributes do 

governing board members find desirable in their superintendent?”   

Superintendent Performance 

Superintendents in this study shared a number of strategies they use to develop 

and sustain productive relationships with their governing boards.   The superintendents 

emphasized the importance of meeting district goals developed jointly with their 
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governing boards.  Not surprisingly, the superintendents considered themselves to be the 

districts’ leaders and chief visionary.  This is in keeping with board member expectations 

of superintendents nationwide.  Glass and Franceschini (2007) found that nearly 50 

percent of superintendents indicated they were hired because of their leadership skills.  

Dr. Johnson felt that setting the vision for the district was an essential superintendent 

responsibility.  Both superintendents indicated that driving a school district forward 

required engagement with both internal and external constituency groups. This has 

become an absolutely critical skill for superintendents.  Goodman and Zimmerman 

(2000) note that schools have become increasingly diverse and complicated organizations 

with ever-growing needs.  Resources for schools today are increasingly scarce and 

superintendents play a pivotal role in acquiring and allocating those resources (Carter & 

Cunningham, 1997; Sharp & Walter, 1997). Mrs. Kelly, captured this attribute in Dr. 

Sanders, stating, 

I asked her in the beginning to interact outside the circle and try to make people 

believe that our district was our little golden egg.  That is what she needed to do 

and she did.  She has gone outside and interacted with a lot of business people and 

bring them into the concept that the better that this particular district is, the better 

it is for them because it brings in people that want to work here, businesses that 

want to be here.  That becomes attractive economically, it boosts our schools’ 

performance, it enhances the interactions that we might have with business. 

Callahan’s (1966) role conceptualization of superintendent as democratic-leader 

includes the ability to galvanize community support for the school system.  The 
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superintendents’ high performance level is also supported by the fact that the 

participating districts in this study have passed multiple bond projects and overrides 

during the superintendents’ tenure.  

  Interestingly, as board members told their story, they saw their superintendent’s 

greatest accomplishments primarily through the lens of two of Callahan’s (1996) roles, 

superintendent as teacher-scholar and superintendent as democratic leader.  This supports 

both Bjork’s (2005) claim that school boards are focusing more on curriculum and 

instruction and the perceptions of superintendents as well.   Approximately one-third of 

superintendents nationally believe they were hired to be instructional-leaders 

(superintendent as teacher-scholar) (Glass et al, 2000).  For example, Mrs. Thomas noted 

that Dr. Johnson, “is always teaching, not only the board members, but everyone in the 

District.  He is teaching all the staff.  He is great at sharing his knowledge.” 

Superintendent as Communicator 

Kowalski (2005c) considers the ability to communicate effectively to be 

paramount for superintendents in this current era of accountability and school reform. 

Hess (2002) found that board membership has become less desirable in recent years and 

Glass et al. (2000) argue that new board members today assume the job less-qualified 

than their past counterparts.  These factors may contribute to the need for superintendents 

to communicate more effectively and frequently with their boards.  Dr. Sanders 

highlighted the potential difficulty that exists when guiding board members through 

serious decisions.  In such situations, she stressed the need to individually deliver the 
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message so board members have the opportunity to ask questions and get used to the 

idea. She explained, 

Personal phone calls are really important when it is a big issue.  I had to remove a 

senior staff member this year, so I really had to spend some time with the Board 

to talk it through and let them know it was going to be happening.  When that 

happens, roughly you are sending someone home early because you have to notify 

them.  So the individual conversations and how we were going to reconfigure the 

communication around that person for the interim, those conversations become 

really important. 

Superintendent Relationship with Board Members 

   While Glass and Franceschini (2007) found that over 90 percent of 

superintendents described relationships with their school boards as either very good or 

good, annual superintendent turnover rates of nearly 17 percent suggests the possibility 

that superintendent-school board relationships are not quite so strong.  Unresolved 

conflicts and dissatisfaction relating to the superintendent don’t always make it onto the 

superintendent evaluation.  Further, both school boards and superintendents have a vested 

interest in maintaining the appearances of a harmonious relationship.  Randall Collins, 

who served as a superintendent for nearly 30 years, argues that a poor relationship with 

even one board member can be costly for the superintendent.  “At times, individual 

members have created sleepless nights in terms of an agenda, or an ax to grind…that can 

be disruptive to the board-superintendent relationship” (Pascopella, 2008, p. 35-36).  
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 Communication plays a vital role in constructing the quality of relationships 

necessary to move a district forward.  Kowalski (2005c) notes,   “Both professionally and 

politically, relationship enhancing communication is a more effective alternative for 

administrators who must initiate and sustain change” (p. 108).  I   

Limitations  

 As with all research, certain limitations are inherent.  What follows are limitations 

I believe exist in my research.  It is possible that additional limitations exist.   

This study, though well-intended, does include several limiting factors.  The small 

sample size is a limitation.  Only two superintendents and four school board members 

participated in this research study, certainly limiting the overall generalizability of the 

study.  It is possible that the data collected was not representative of superintendents and 

their school board members nationwide. Moreover, the small sample size also potentially 

impacted participant responses.  I purposely included randomly selected governing board 

members from the superintendents’ districts to avoid exclusive reliance on self-

perceptions.  However, the knowledge by participants that either their superintendent or 

governing board members were also taking part in the study may have encouraged 

participants to provide more sterilized and/or positive responses.  Since superintendents 

are hired by and work directly for the governing board, it is possible that the participating 

superintendents refrained from sharing certain stories of conflict with their current 

governing boards.  The small sample size also makes absolute anonymity among 

participants more difficult to maintain.       
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Additionally, all participants were from two school districts in southern Arizona.  

The state’s population does not accurately reflect the population (both over and under-

representing certain demographics) of the United States and the political tendencies of its 

citizens tend to be more conservative than the average American.  Furthermore, Arizona 

has historically ranked near the bottom in per pupil funding for K-12 education.  These 

factors make generalizability more difficult.  

  Another limitation is the purposeful sample this study utilized.  The 

superintendents selected for this study were identified in part using Hunter’s (1953) 

reputational method as implemented by Brunner (2000).  The participants are admittedly 

successful superintendents and recognized as such by other educational leaders in the 

state.  It may be difficult to draw transferable conclusions to less successful or less 

experienced superintendents.  For example, the two superintendent shared a combined 25 

years of experience in the superintendency, and each has served in just one district as 

superintendent.  Superintendent tenure in this study is approximately twice the national 

average.  With the exception of one board member, the superintendents in this study have 

more tenure than anyone on their boards, including the four participating governing board 

members.  However, such length of tenure may also serve to validate the research 

findings.  Superintendent tenure is contingent on a positive relationship with the 

governing board (Shields, 2002).  Johnston, et al. (2002) argue that strong relationships 

are key to survival for a superintendent.  “The relationship with the board of education is 

absolutely critical to your success and tenure in the job.  The highs, lows, twists and turns 

of the job are often determined by interactions with board members” (p. 31). 
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Another limitation in this study is the use of nominators to identify the 

participants.  Each of the six former or sitting superintendents who served as nominators 

bring their own biases and preconceptions of what success in the superintendency looks 

like to the process.   Additionally, nominators may be more knowledgeable of the work 

of certain superintendent candidates than others.      

Another potential limitation is Arizona’s governing board makeup.  Interactions 

between Arizona superintendents and their governing boards may not be representative of 

superintendents nationally.  The majority of Arizona superintendents (including both in 

this study) work with five-member boards.  In Texas, the nation’s second-largest 

educational system with over 1000 independent school districts, seven-member boards 

are the norm.  In the northeast, it is not uncommon for superintendents to be accountable 

to 11-member boards, and in the case of superintendents of supervisory union districts, 

multiple school boards.  It is possible that larger school boards present more complex 

challenges, or at the very least, a different set of issues.  Therefore, it is possible that 

superintendents find it easier to build relationships and steer members toward consensus 

with smaller boards.   

Furthermore, this study does not take into account the full make-up of the 

participating districts’ governing boards.  Mountford and Brunner (1999)  and 

Mountford’s  (2004) research on motivations for school board membership highlights the 

inherent difficulties of working with board members whose certain types of school board 

members.   
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The researcher’s own bias is a potential limitation as well.   The researcher is a 

practicing superintendent, but has never served as a governing board member.    

Throughout the researcher’s doctoral studies, he has viewed superintendent-school board 

relationships through the lens of the superintendency.    

Finally, the nature of researching leadership is difficult.  What can and cannot be 

directly attributed to a superintendent is open to debate.  Superintendents have very little 

say in who chooses to run for the school board, let alone who wins an election. 

Limitations aside, I am optimistic that this study will provide great insight into the 

strategies that foster positive superintendent school-board relationships.  And subjective 

or not, leadership matters.  As Long (1998) states, “Leadership is like electricity.  You 

can’t see it, but you certainly can’t miss its effect. And yet, this elusive intangible thing 

we call leadership might very well be the most essential ingredient in personal and 

business success,” (p. 21). 

Implications for Practice 

 The relationship that a superintendent develops with a school board impacts the 

school district in a multitude of ways.  Petersen and Fusarelli (2008) note that, “a poor 

relationship between the superintendent and the board of education poses a threat to the 

district’s ability to meet its goals and to engage in systemic reform (p. 116-117).  Glass 

and Franceschini (2007) consider superintendents to be the lead spokesperson for 

education in their communities.  And they argue that “boards expect a great deal from 

superintendents but nothing more so than leadership in working with the board” (p. xv).  

In order provide real leadership to the school board, the results of this dissertation suggest 
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that superintendents must be focused on developing trust with their board.   Board 

members identified three characteristics that most directly impacted their tendency to 

judge the superintendent as trustworthy.  Those included performance, communication 

styles and skills, and relationship styles and skills.     

 These finding are in keeping with the research which suggests that 

superintendents who establish clearly defined roles with their boards (Norton, 2005),  

possess strong communication skills (Kowalski, 2005a, 2005c), and have attractive 

personal character traits such as honesty and integrity (Glass & Franceschini, 2007) are 

more likely to establish and maintain effective relationships with their school boards.  

Positive and productive relationships with the governing board increases the likelihood of 

district success, and by extension superintendent success (Norton, 2001; Petersen & 

Fusarelli, 2001). 

 Superintendents may find these data interesting and useful as they provide 

strategies to develop enhanced relationships with governing boards.  Governing board 

members may also find this study of use as it clearly articulates the importance of 

governing board role understanding in the establishment of a productive superintendent-

school board relationship.  University graduate programs leading to superintendency 

certification may also find this research worthy of discussion.  The study demonstrates 

the complexity of the superintendent-school board relationship. Schools attempting to 

prepare future superintendents may wish to incorporate a greater emphasis on this very 

pivotal relationship.      
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    Ultimately the purpose of this study was to provide new and/or struggling 

superintendents with specific strategies they can use to establish effective and productive 

relationships with their governing boards.  This grounded theory research resulted the 

development of the Strategic Model for Superintendent/School Board Relationships that 

can serve as a road map of sorts for superintendents.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Following are the recommendations for future research regarding superintendent-

school board relationships.    

1. This was a grounded theory study that included only six participants.  Future 

research may benefit from a larger scale study that tests the Strategic Model for 

Superintendent/School Board Relationships.  

2. This study included one female and one male superintendent.  It also included two 

female and two male board members.  One very interesting difference came up in 

the discussions of communication.  All three female participants commented on 

the importance of being able to read into questions and comments to understand 

the real meaning.  A topic for future research is the difference in communication 

styles between female and male superintendents and how that may impact 

relationships with school boards.       

3. The literature review and respondents stressed the importance of establishing and 

maintaining a clearly defined role understanding for board members.  Board 

member expectations, legal mandates, and practices differ widely from state-to-

state.  A need exists to more specifically articulate board member best practices.   
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4. Superintendents in this study were clear about the importance of board members 

understanding and embracing their role.  However, neither the comments of board 

members or superintendents ever seemed to describe a group of six working 

together as the executive leadership team of the district.  Studies exploring how 

superintendents and governing board can work together more collaboratively 

would be useful for future research.    

5. This study included two veteran superintendents, both of whom have more than 

ten years of service as superintendent with their respective districts.  Trust was 

identified by participants as a critical attribute in the development and 

maintenance of a strong superintendent-governing board relationship.  Future 

studies may wish to explore the presented framework with respect to new 

superintendents. 

6. Participants in this study also emphasized the importance of appropriate 

governing board member role understanding in establishing and maintaining 

positive superintendent-governing board relationships.  The board members 

selected to participate in this study, included three members who were serving a 

second term.  Future studies may wish to specifically explore the superintendent-

governing board relationship through the perception of less experienced and/or 

less stable governing boards.        

Conclusion 

 This grounded theory study used qualitative methods to discover how successful 

Arizona public school superintendents establish and maintain positive and productive 
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relationships with their governing boards.   Superintendents have one of the most 

complex and demanding jobs in society.  Altogether, they are responsible for over 55 

million students and billions of dollars in annual funding.    

More is being expected of superintendents than ever before (Cooper, et al., 2000; 

Fuller, et al., 2003).  For example, superintendents are charged with one of the most 

daunting challenges, attempting to “reinvent, reshape, and transform educational 

institutions” (Petersen & Short, 2001, p. 533.)    Schools no longer have a choice, they 

must change to survive.    

Complicating the relationship is the fact that the roles and expectations of school 

boards and superintendents are not clearly articulated (Iannaccone &Lutz, 1994; 

Kowalski, 2005a, 2005b;  Petersen & Short, 2001; Tallerico, 1989). Mountford (2004), 

notes that roles have become less clear as the demographics of board membership have 

shifted.   The good news would seem to be that nearly 80 percent of superintendents rated 

their relationship with their current board as excellent or good (Glass & Franceschini, 

2007).   However, that still means 20 percent of all school districts currently are enduring 

the costs of a difficult superintendent-school board relationship.   

 The results from this study articulate specific strategies that superintendents can 

implement to enhance and sustain productive relationships with their governing boards.  

Norton (2001) argued that establishing a productive superintendent-school board 

relationship should be the top priority for any superintendent.  Eadie (2003) echoed this, 

noting, 
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You must, as your school district’s superintendent and CEO, embrace building 

and maintaining an extraordinary partnership with your school board as one of 

your preeminent executive priorities, deserving your intensive time and attention 

and requiring your strong leadership and meticulous management, (p. 54). 

Finally, I believe the Strategic Model for Superintendent-School Board Relationships has 

added an important layer to the literature on the subject.  This framework articulates the 

two most important elements in the superintendent-school board relationship relative to 

the needs of superintendents and the needs of school board members.      
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APPENDIX A 
 

SUPERINTENDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
• What do you believe are the characteristics of an effective superintendent? 

• What do you believe are the characteristics of an effective governing board 
member? 

• Historically, the superintendency has been viewed through four role 
conceptualizations (teacher-scholar, manager, democratic leader, applied social 
scientist).  Tell me how these relate to your current role as superintendent? 

• Tell me about the relationship you have with your current board? 

• Why do you believe your board members chose to run for the governing board? 

• In the past year, what have been some of your discussions with the governing 
board about priorities and expectations? 

• What strategies did you utilize in the past year to establish and maintain 
productive relationships with your board? 

• On average, in the past year, how much time a week did you dedicate to 
communicating with your board? 

• What has been your proudest accomplishment during your time here?  Overall?  
During the past year? 

• Can you think of a time when things were not going the way you desired during 
this superintendency and how did you respond? 

• Anything else you would like to share?  
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APPENDIX B 
 

GOVERNING BOARD MEMBER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

• What do you believe are the characteristics of an effective governing board 
member? 

• What do you believe are the characteristics of an effective superintendent? 

• Historically, the superintendency has been viewed through four role 
conceptualizations (teacher-scholar, manager, democratic leader, applied social 
scientist).  Tell me how these relate to the superintendent? 

•  Tell me about the relationship you have with your current superintendent? 

• Why did you choose to run for the governing board? 

• In the past year, what have been some of your discussions with the 
superintendent about priorities and expectations? 

• What strategies do you believe the superintendent has used in the past year to 
establish and maintain your support and that of the board collectively? 

• On average, in the past year, how much time a week has the superintendent 
dedicated to communicating with you and other governing board members? 

• What do you feel has been the superintendent’s most important accomplishment 
in the district?  In the past year? 

• Can you tell me about a time when things were not going the way the 
superintendent desired?  How did the superintendent respond to the challenge? 

• Anything else you would like to share? 
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APPENDIX C 

SUPERINTENDENT E-MAIL CONTACT 

 

Dr. XXXXXX, 
 
Hello.  My name is Nathan McCann and I am a doctoral student in Educational 
Leadership at the University of Arizona.  I also am beginning my first year as the 
superintendent of the Altar Valley School District.  I am very interested in the strategies 
successful superintendents use to establish and maintain productive relationships with 
their governing boards during times of financial crisis. 
 
You have been identified by educational leaders, all of whom are serving or served as 
superintendents in Arizona, as a successful superintendent.  As such, I am inviting you to 
participate in my research study. 
 
The purpose of this study is to provide practicing and aspiring superintendents with 
insights into strategies that effective superintendents use to establish and maintain 
productive relationships with their governing boards. 
 
I will call you during the next several days to ask permission to discuss my research in 
greater detail and see if you may have an interest in participating.  I look forward to 
speaking with you.   
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APPENDIX D 
 

SUPERINTENDENT RECRUITMENT SCRIPT 
 

 
Hello.  My name is Nathan McCann and I am a doctoral student in Educational 
Leadership at the University of Arizona.  I also am beginning my first year as the 
superintendent of the Altar Valley School District.  I am very interested in the strategies 
successful superintendents use to establish and maintain productive relationships with 
their governing boards. 
 
You have been identified by educational leaders, all of whom served as superintendents 
in Arizona, as a successful superintendent.  As such, I am inviting you to participate in 
my research study. 
 
The purpose of this study is to provide practicing and aspiring superintendents with 
insights into strategies that effective superintendents use to establish and maintain 
productive relationships with their governing boards during times of financial crisis. 
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a semi-
structured interview which should take approximately 90 minutes.  Additionally, two of 
the district’s governing board members, selected at random, will also be asked to 
participate in individual semi-structured interviews that will also take approximately 90 
minutes.  You will not be informed of which board members participate in the study and 
it will be explained to board members that they are under no obligation to you to 
participate in the study. 
     
Participation in this research poses no foreseeable risk to you.  While there are no direct 
benefits to participation, the question and answer process may prove beneficial as you 
reflect on your experiences as an educational leader.  Aside from your time, there are no 
costs for participation this study.  However, the study will help our profession learn more 
about superintendent school board relationships.    
 
Participation in the study is completely voluntary.  You may stop participating at any 
point without penalty.  You need not answer all the questions.  Your records will be kept 
confidential. To protect board member confidentiality, you will not be informed of which 
board members are selected to participate in the study.   You and your district will not be 
identified in any reports or publications resulting from the study. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to learn more about my study today.  Do you have any 
questions for me?   
.   
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APPENDIX E 
 

GOVERNING BOARD MEMBER RECRUITMENT SCRIPT 
 
Hello.  My name is Nathan McCann and I am a doctoral student in Educational 
Leadership at the University of Arizona.  I also am beginning my first year as the 
superintendent of the Altar Valley School District.  I am very interested in the strategies 
successful superintendents use to establish and maintain productive relationships with 
their governing boards. 
 
Your district’s superintendent has been identified by educational leaders, all of whom 
served as superintendents in Arizona, as a successful superintendent.  As such, your 
superintendent was invited and agreed to participate in my research study. 
 
The purpose of this study is to provide practicing and aspiring superintendents with 
insights into strategies that effective superintendents use to establish and maintain 
productive relationships with their governing boards during times of financial crisis. 
In addition to interviewing practicing superintendents, this study will interview two 
governing board members from each selected superintendent’s district.  If you choose to 
participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a semi-structured interview 
which should take approximately 90 minutes.  The superintendent will not be informed of 
which board members agree to participate and you are under no obligation to your 
superintendent to agree to participate.   
 
Participation in this research poses no foreseeable risk to you.  While there are no direct 
benefits to participation, the question and answer process may prove beneficial as you 
reflect on your experiences as a board member working with your superintendent.  Aside 
from your time, there are no costs for participation this study.  However, the study will 
help our profession learn more about superintendent school board relationships.    
Participation in the study is completely voluntary.  You may stop participating at any 
point without penalty.  You need not answer all the questions.  Your records will be kept 
confidential. You and your district will not be identified in any reports or publications 
resulting from the study. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to learn more about my study today.  Do you have any 
questions for me?   
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APPENDIX F 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 

 
Introduction 
 

You are being invited to take part in a research study.  The information in this form is provided to help 
you decide whether or not to take part.  The Principal Investigator will be available to answer your questions 
and provide additional information.  If you decide to take part in the study, you will be asked to sign this 
consent form.  A copy of this form will be given to you. 
 
What is the purpose of this research study? 
 
The purpose of this case study is to describe deliberate strategies used by Arizona superintendents to establish 
and maintain productive relationships with their governing boards during times of financial crisis.  
 
Before you make a final about participation, please read the following about how your input will be used and 
how your rights as a participant will be protected. 
 

• Participation in the study is completely voluntary.  You may stop participating at any point without 
penalty. 

• You need not answer all the questions. 

• Your answer will be kept confidential and your identity will be protected.  The participation of board 
members will remain confidential as well and superintendents will not be informed on which board 
members participate in the study. 

• Your participation will take approximately 90 minutes.  During this time you will answer questions 
about superintendent – school board relationships.   

  
Are there any risks to me? 
 
The interview you will be participating in, like all research, potentially has some risk involved.   Although we 
have tried to avoid risks, you may feel that some questions we ask you may be stressful or upsetting.  If this 
occurs you can stop participating immediately.   
 
Are there any benefits to me? 
 
The question and answer process may prove beneficial as you reflect on your experiences as an educational 
leader. 
 
Will there be any costs to me? 
 
Aside from your time, there are no costs for taking part in the study. 
 
Will video or audio recordings be made of me during the study? 
 
An audio recording will be made during the study so that we can be certain that your responses are recorded 
accurately only if you check the box below: 
 

I give my permission for audio recordings to be made of me during my participation in this 
research study. 

 



167 
 

 

I do not give my permission for audio recordings to be made of me during my participation in 
this research study. 

 
 
Notice of Confidentiality 
 
The only persons who will know that you participated in this study will be the research team, including the 
principal investigator, Nathan McCann.  Your records will be confidential.  You and your district will not be 
identified in any reports or publications resulting from the study.   
 
Your Signature 
 
By signing this form, I affirm that I have read the information contained in the form, that the study has been 
explained to me, that my questions have been answered and that I agree to take part in this study.  I do not give 
up any of my legal rights by signing this form. 
 
__________________________________ 
Name (Printed) 
 
__________________________________   ______________ 
Participant’s Signature      Date signed 
 
 
Statement by person obtaining consent 
 
I certify that I have explained the research study to the person who has agreed to participate, and that he or she 
has been informed of the purpose, the procedures, the possible risks and potential benefits associated with 
participation in this study.  Any questions raised have been answered to the participant’s satisfaction. 
 
__________________________________ 
Name of study personnel 
 
__________________________________   _______________ 
Study personnel Signature      Date signed 
 
 

 
You can obtain further information about the research or voice concerns or complaints about the research 
by calling the Principal Investigator, Nathan McCann, at (520) 609-6518.  If you have questions concerning 
your rights as a research participant, have general questions, concerns or complaints or would like to give 
input about the research and can’t reach the research team, or want to talk to someone other than the 
research team, you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program office at (520) 
626-6721.  (If out of state use the toll-free number 1-866-278-1455.) If you would like to contact the Human 
Subjects Protection Program via the web, please visit the following website: 
http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/. 
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APPENDIX G 
 

MEMBER CHECK E-MAIL 
 
 
Hi XXXXXX, 
  
Thank you again for taking the time back in September to participate in my research project.  It is nearly 
complete.  After an extensive analysis of the data, I have created the follow framework of the 
characteristics and traits that governing board members desire in their superintendent.  I have attached a 
pdf of the framework as it currently exists.   
  
Would you be willing to review it briefly (it is just that one hand-written chart) and provide me your 
feedback with an e-mail…just your thoughts on what you agree with and/or anything that you might 
change or explain differently.   
  
Right below, you will find a short explanation on the attachment, should you need it.  I really do 
appreciate all the help you have provided.  Thank you again.    
  
-Nathan McCann 
  
Brief Explanation of the attached framework 
As a brief explanation, based on all the interviews of the governing board members in my study, trust was 
identified as the central, or overarching factor that governing board members seek in their superintendent.   
  
Superintendent performance, superintendent communication, and the relationship the board member has 
with the superintendent support and build on that trust.   
  
Drilling down further, superintendent performance (in the eyes of the board member) is grown by the level 
of individual responsiveness the superintendent provides to the board member and by the overall 
achievement of the school district.  In other words, my research indicates that board members evaluate a 
superintendent’s job performance based upon both the overall success of the district and the 
superintendent’s ability to successfully respond to an individual board member’s questions, requests for 
information, ideas, etc.    
  
Both superintendent communication and board member relationship with the superintendent also drill 
down further, as indicated on the framework.   
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