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Abstract 

The superintendent of schools for any school district is a vital and key position within a 

community.  Superintendents are looked at as the educational leader and have the ability 

to have great influence over the district in which they lead.  The purpose of this 

qualitative case study was to examine the leadership styles of one long-standing urban 

superintendent who has remained in office more than eight times the national average; he 

is currently completing his twenty-sixth year.  The research question that drove this 

project was: What have been the leadership styles implemented by the superintendent 

during his long tenure. Data were collected through interviews with the superintendent of 

schools and eight current and former school employees and school committee members 

that were selected randomly.  Other data was obtained through observations of the 

superintendent at school events and document analysis of newspaper articles, school 

board minutes, and other media reports regarding the superintendent.  This data was 

then compared to various existing leadership styles while also looking at the historical 

role of public education as well as the role of the superintendent throughout history. 

 Through the collection and analysis of the data it was determined that this 

superintendent’s strong personality, work-ethic, love of his community, and years of 

experience have contributed to his lengthy tenure.  Because there are not many studies 

regarding the leadership of urban superintendents, this case study will provide aspiring 

school administrators as well as urban communities a first-hand example of a long 

standing urban superintendent; a man who has served for over twenty-six years in the 

same school district. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

The Superintendent of Schools is a position that not only holds a great deal of 

prestige but also comes with an increasing amount of responsibility.  Today’s district 

leaders are expected to be great communicators, visionaries, motivators, academicians, 

politicians, uniters, and collaborators.  They are expected to increase student 

achievement, surpass state and national averages, balance a budget that seems to decrease 

each year, and work with varying stakeholders that have separate and often conflicting 

agendas.  Receiving directives and mandates from all three levels of government, 

superintendents must produce results or face added scrutiny to their job performance.  

Whether it is the Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993, occurring in the state 

being studied, or the Every Child Succeeds Act of 2015 (an updated version of the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001) initiated at the federal level, school leaders have been 

pressured to increase performance across the board.  In short, they must be all things to 

all people and still make decisions that have the students’ interest and success as their top 

concern.  This pressure is even greater in urban school districts where while the goals 

for student achievement and high performance among students and staff remains high, 

the challenges are greater.  

 Although there is no official definition of urban school districts, these districts are 

typically considered to be those located in the inner core of a metropolitan area portrayed 

by conditions of poverty, chronic academic underachievement, dropouts, crime, unstable 

school boards, reform policy churn, and superintendency turnover (Grissom, 2010).    

Other challenges that face urban districts are parents’ education level, English language 
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learners and immigration issues, and older facilities in need of repair.  Leading these 

districts has been increasingly difficult and has led to instability in the top educational 

position in the district.  From 2003 to 2008, the national average for a tenure of a 

superintendent had increased from 2.8 years to 3.6 years; however, since 2008 it has once 

again taken a downward dip and decreased to just under 3.2 years (Will, 2014). Urban 

superintendents are either burned out or are pushed out (Buchanan, 2006; Childress, 

Elmore & Grossman, 2006). As one veteran superintendent expressed, “In urban 

districts...it doesn’t seem that a superintendent has much of a chance to succeed” (Fuller, 

Campbell, Celio, & Harvey, 2003, p. 5).   

   This qualitative study used a case study methodology to examine one urban 

superintendent who has served his school district in excess of the expected three-year 

urban superintendent national average.  He has served for twenty-six years and is 

currently the longest standing superintendent in his home state.  The aim of this study 

was to gain a deeper understanding of the leadership style(s) of a long-term urban 

superintendent.  By gaining personal and professional insight into his community, 

relationships, and career, I sought to understand one individual superintendent’s 

leadership style and how he has engaged the difficult issues, allowing him to remain in 

office for numerous years.  This information will provide other superintendents, either 

current or hopeful, a reference for their own careers as they can model successful traits 

and styles used by this superintendent.  In making this case study accessible to 

superintendents and districts, a first-hand knowledge of a particular urban superintendent 

and his leadership styles will be available to them. 
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Purpose of the Study 

      The purpose of the study was to document the leadership styles of one long-

standing urban superintendent that has maintained his position for a time period well-

above the national average.   In using the case study methodology, data were collected 

through site visits, observations, interviews, and document analysis. 

Research Questions 

     The research question that drove this study was: What have been the leadership 

styles that have been implemented by this superintendent during his long tenure? In 

gaining insight into the leadership styles he has used over the last twenty-five years, the 

answers provided the researcher and reader a better understanding as to his ability to 

remain in office for such an extended amount of time.  The superintendent was 

interviewed along with several other colleagues with first-hand knowledge of his 

leadership styles and his work; both sources provided substantial evidence of his 

leadership styles.  Although there was one overarching question involving the leadership 

styles implemented by this superintendent during his tenure, other areas of interest were 

investigated and explored to gain a deeper understanding of his career.  I began the 

discussion with the superintendent of schools by inquiring about his background and 

biographical history.  I was curious as to his rise to the position of superintendency and 

his prior preparation that lead him to this leadership position.  In determining his 

professional history, I felt it was pertinent to see if he was a traditional superintendent, 

one that has risen from the ranks within school systems, or a non-traditional 

superintendent, one that has a non-educational background in business, finance, or the 
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military.  Following this introductory conversation, the following questions guided the 

study. (Other interview questions can be found in Appendix A) 

Biographical Questions 

1.  Can you please outline your educational career that led you to the superintendency? 

2. What is your background in this community? 

3. Can you tell me about your family? Are you married? Do you have children? 

4.   Where do you find motivation in your life?  (both professionally and personally) 

Leadership Style Questions 

1.  Using adjectives, can you describe your leadership style? 

2.  Can you cite examples that show these adjectives in action? 

3.  Does your leadership style differ when dealing with different stakeholders?  For 

example, can you cite examples of your leadership style when dealing with the 

teachers’ union as compared to parents or the mayor or the school board? 

4.   Has your leadership style changed or evolved over the years?  Can you cite 

examples that show this? 

5.   What strategies have you used during your tenure as superintendent of schools 

during difficult times? 

Role of Superintendent Questions 

1.  You have mentioned that you always make decisions with the “students’ best interests 

in mind”, can you elaborate on that and do you have any examples? 

2.  Can you discuss the role of the superintendent as a “leader by example?” 

3.  What are the current challenges you are faced with as an urban superintendent? 
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4.  Do you think it is important that an “educator” be a superintendent as opposed to a 

non-traditional educational leader like a business leader taking over a district? 

5.  What advice would you offer newly appointed or aspiring educators who want to be 

superintendents?  What have been the skills that you have developed or honed over 

the last 26 years that may help other superintendents? 

6.  What part of the job do you enjoy the most? 

7.  Looking back at your career, would you do it all over again or would you choose a 

different career? 

 Although there were other follow-up questions that arose from the answers 

provided by the superintendent, the aforementioned questions were the underlying ones 

that drove the research.  However, the focus question remains the same:  What have 

been the leadership styles that have been implemented by the urban superintendent during 

his long tenure? 

 I also interviewed other participants for the study.  These participants had a 

direct knowledge of the school system and superintendent and included school past and 

present school board members, administrators, teachers, and community members.  The 

questions were very similar to the questions posed to the superintendent (Appendix E).  

Follow-up questions, driven by their answers, were also part of the interviews with the 

other participants. 

Significance of the Study 

 The significance of this study is multi-tiered and has both personal and general 

implications in the field of education.  On a personal level, I have been part of school 

district that has seen great turnover at the superintendent level and this has peaked my 
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interest in leadership among long-serving urban superintendents.  On a more general 

educational level, there has not been much research done on the leadership styles of long-

serving urban superintendents.  In researching the leadership styles and interactions of 

one superintendent, the community stakeholders, and a specific urban community, I have 

been able to gather data that will be analyzed and provide a case study for further 

discussion regarding the topic. 

       In 1998, I was hired to teach United States History at Leominster High School 

where I still work.  Leominster High School is a comprehensive high school with 

approximately 1900 students, and part of the Leominster Public School District in 

Leominster, Massachusetts.  The overall district student population is about 6700.   

Leominster High School is only one of five comprehensive high schools in the state of 

Massachusetts; having both an academic curriculum and a vocational component.  

Subsequently, over the last seventeen years, I have also served as a dean of students, 

varsity boys basketball coach and am currently a guidance counselor.  During my time 

in Leominster, the position of superintendent of schools has lacked continuity as eight 

people have served in this capacity in the district in eighteen years.  From a personal 

perspective, this is problematic in the message and direction that our school district 

wishes to put forth.  As each new person assumed the role of superintendent, their 

vision, intentions, focus, and emphasis for various programs were also different from 

their predecessor.  For example, seven years ago, a new superintendent applied for and 

received a grant to implement a “small schools” approach to Leominster High School.  

Without input from the high school faculty, the superintendent received a million-dollar 

grant and then began the implementation, which was met with great resistance from the 
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teachers as it called for drastic changes in the teaching schedule and subsequently the 

culture of the school.  No longer was Leominster High School one large school but 

instead it was now three schools within a school; thus fracturing departments and the 

larger school concept.   

 Understandably from an outsider’s perspective, change directed from the 

superintendent may not seem like a major issue as long as all the students were being 

educated and the focus was on challenging students and attaining high results.  

However, the reality was a constant shift and re-focus of curriculum, pedagogy, and 

programs.  This new start often left unfinished work, new questions, and poor morale 

among the teachers and administrators.  As one superintendent commented to me, “If a 

new leader comes in to a district and does nothing, they are not creative...but if they come 

in and make changes, they are disrupting the apple cart.”  Balancing the overzealous 

with the “do-nothing” style rests in the approach, leadership styles, and ability to 

communicate the need for change by the superintendent and administrators.  

 The lack of stability at the superintendent’s office in Leominster is a relatively 

new issue arising in the last twenty years.  Prior to 1994, three people had served the 

district in about a twenty-two year span, including a highly-popular man for eleven 

consecutive years.  Although there may be several factors that have lead to the recent 

turnover, the relationship between the mayor and the leaders of the school department has 

caused some major stress for the superintendent and his efforts.  The mayor has served 

for over twenty-years and spends the state required minimum each year on education; this 

has caused some dissension among him and the district leaders.  Often times, educators 

feel they are undervalued behind police, fire and the department of public works in terms 
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of budget and priority in the community.  For example, beyond the mayor’s refusal to 

spend more than the state-mandated minimum per-pupil expenditure each year, the recent 

contract negotiations caused great dissension.  The police, fire, and public works 

department each received three-year contracts worth 6% (a 2% increase each year during 

the three-year contract) while the teachers union was offered a total of a 2% raise during 

the same time frame (0%, 1%, 1%).  Obviously this was not a welcomed proposal.  

Finally, after much wrangling and discussion, a settlement came and the teachers union 

received an acceptable raise of 4% over three years. 

     This high turnover rate has also been linked to the slowing of success among 

educational initiatives.  While superintendent turnover has not received as much focus 

from researchers or policymakers as teacher or principal turnover, stability at the central 

office has been linked to a greater likelihood of success for new education initiatives, 

which typically take five to seven years to mature (Sparks, 2012).  Although there is a 

dearth of research surrounding superintendency turnover, documenting the leadership 

styles of an urban superintendent that has defied the odds and remained in office for over 

twenty-five years will add some much needed insights.   Research has suggested that 

successful execution of central office management functions such as staff recruitment, 

financial management, leadership of instruction and strategic planning helps create 

positive learning environments within schools, which may indirectly impact student 

achievement (Alsbury, 2008; Byrd, Drews & Johnson, 2006; Petersen, 2002).  Also, 

superintendent turnover may negatively impact district performance (Fullan & 

Steigelbauer, 1991).  One study conducted by the non-partisan Denver-based Mid-

continent Research for Education and Learning, or McREL, found that student 
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achievement growth was linked to longer tenures of district leaders.  Therefore, in this 

high-stakes and high-pressured environment to improve student achievement in public 

education, a high turnover among the top leader creates an environment that is not ideal 

or conducive to students’ success. 

      “It’s become very apparent, and the research is strong in that area, that one of the 

key elements in running a successful district is stability,” says Dan Domenech, executive 

director of the American Association of School Administrators (AASA) (Pascopella, 

2011, p. 49).  If you have a revolving door, it is counterproductive, and there 

is never a chance to establish reforms or create programs that make a difference; even a 

three-year period is inadequate (Pascopella, 2011, p. 51).  Becca Knight, executive 

director of the Broad Center for the Management of School Systems, a training center 

that prepares successful American leaders to run urban school districts and improve 

student achievement, declared “tenure absolutely matters...superintendents must stay at 

least five years if they want to make the impact they want” (Pascopella, 2011, p. 51).  

Although the Broad Center has received accolades from many urban districts and leaders, 

it has not gone without criticisms.  Based in Los Angeles, the goal of Eli Broad, a 

philanthropist whose has funded the program, has been to find leaders to head urban 

school districts and train them in a specific management style of reform.  However, as 

the program has risen in prominence and prestige, 758 people, the largest pool ever, 

applied for the program in 2011, and only eight were accepted, it has also drawn 

impassioned criticism from people who see it as a destructive force in schools and 

districts.  Critics say Broad-trained superintendents use corporate-management 

techniques to consolidate power, weaken teachers’ job protections, cut parents out of 
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decision making, and introduce unproven reform measures (Ravitch, 2011).  This new 

style of management has gotten away from previous beliefs where only school personnel 

or those trained in the education field can lead districts to the newer system that has 

brought in business leaders, military leaders, and others to lead districts.   

 The interesting blend of the criticism between new and old is the presence of Dr. 

Thomas Payzant, former superintendent of the Boston Public Schools and now a trainer 

and mentor for Broad Program participants.  Dr. Payzant, considered an expert in urban 

education and a successful long-term urban superintendent in Boston for 11 years, has 

been an outspoken advocate for reform in urban districts.  However, as many Broad 

Program graduates have been unable to serve long tenures in urban districts, Dr. Payzant 

achieved reform and was well-liked by teachers and the community as a whole in Boston 

for his reform efforts and results.  It should be noted that Dr. Payzant was not a Broad 

leader during his tenure as the Boston Superintendent of Schools but joined as a 

consultant following his retirement.    

 In addition to the personal experience of having a high turnover rate among 

superintendents within my current district, the topic of urban superintendency change has 

been under-studied.  Natkin (2002) commented that superintendent turnover lacks a 

well-developed research base.  The importance of continuity within the superintendency 

position has also been linked to successful districts; again the topic is under-studied.  

Although superintendent turnover can hinder district reform and improvement, research 

examining superintendent exits is scarce (Grissom, 2010).  Hoyle and colleagues (2005) 

expressed that the success or failure of various superintendents (length of tenure) is a 

subject that is ambiguous and not thoroughly researched.  Therefore, knowing that there 
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is limited research in the area of urban superintendency turnover, this research may help 

school districts to understand the need for consistency in the top educational spot in the 

district.  Also, this research will enable superintendents to understand some leadership 

traits and styles that have enabled one veteran urban superintendent to defeat the odds 

and stay in his district for significantly longer than the national average. 

 Although much of the recent publicity and writings have been focused on the last 

ten years, superintendent tenure is not a new issue.  Data regarding the superintendency 

began being compiled by the National Education Association who sponsored surveys in 

1930 and again in 1940. The purpose of the study was to compile demographic data, 

profiles, and opinions on many issues important to educators.  It also served as a 

document to compare the superintendency over a period of time.  In 1949, the American 

Association of School Administrators (AASA) took over the handling of the study and 

has conducted one every ten years since then.  It has been commonly accepted as the 

leading source of comprehensive information concerning the state of the school 

superintendency.  The concern with superintendent tenure seems to have begun in the 

late 1980’s, as Zakariya (1987) explained the perception of a lack of qualified candidates 

entering the profession was a reality, not only a perception.  Zakariya continued by 

stating that fewer and fewer people were following the traditional track of educational 

administration and stopping at school administration rather than continuing toward 

district administration.  Additionally, the experience (years of service) among educators 

applying for the top jobs was decreasing as well as candidates outside the field of 

education trying to enter into a new field.  As can be seen from the statistics, the trend of 

superintendent staying power has fluctuated as the average years of service in 1982 were 
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5.6 years but rose to 6.4 years in 1992.  However, a dip occurred in 2000 as a study 

conducted by the American Association of School Administrators estimated that 

superintendent tenure fell between five and six years, although a specific question used to 

report tenure was not used in their study (AASA, 2000).  Finally, the most recent data 

from 2014 for urban school districts found that urban superintendents’ tenure is about 3.2 

years (Will, 2014).   

 The significance of this downward trend in urban superintendents’ tenure has a 

direct impact on my personal interest in this research as well as a broader interest for 

urban education in the United States.  

Aim of the Study 

   The aim of this case study is to examine the leadership styles of a long-standing 

urban superintendent who has defied the odds and maintained the position well beyond 

the national average.  This will allow those that are in current district administrative 

roles or those planning on a career in administration in urban education the ability to 

reflect on the case study while augmenting their own leadership skills.  

  Methodology Overview 

      The methodology for this research was a qualitative case study that investigated 

and explored the career of one urban superintendent. The case study enabled me to 

examine a real-life situation, a superintendency, within a genuine context (urban school 

district and community).  A key strength of the case study method involved using 

multiple sources and techniques in the data gathering process.  Tools to collect data 

included interviews, documentation review, and observations.  When conducting in-

depth interviews with the superintendent, I began by asking large, over-arching questions 
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and then delved deeper into certain topics with follow-up questions when pertinent.  I 

also interviewed other people in the school system to acquire various perspectives 

regarding the superintendent’s leadership styles; teachers, administrators, parents, and 

past and present school board members.  Interviews were conducted in person and also 

on the telephone.  They were scheduled in advance allowing both parties adequate time 

for a thorough discussion without interruption. 

In addition to the interviews, data were collected through document reviews, field 

notes, and observations.  Two techniques were used when the superintendent was being 

observed; complete observer and observer as participant.  Complete observer occurs 

when the researcher does not take part in the social setting at all and observes from a 

distance.  The observer as participant occurs when the researcher has only minimal 

involvement in the social setting being studied.  The varying styles were dependent 

upon the activity and environment being studied as well as the relationship and trust of 

the people involved.  Although there were times that the role of the observer changed 

during an observation, moving from nonparticipant to participant or vice versa, research 

continued without interruption (Creswell, p. 167).  It was found that the more time I 

spent in the school district, the more comfortable people, including the superintendent, 

got with me; resulting in more valuable and reliable data.  The time that I spent in the 

district was at school board meetings, school events in which the superintendent was 

present, community events, and other places in which the superintendent was present in 

his official capacity.  The interactions with constituents as well his role at these events 

was observed and noted. 
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The documents that were analyzed included local newspaper articles that were 

written about the school district and included quotes from the superintendent of schools 

as well as other school personnel.  Such articles included stories written about the 

budget process, elimination of some programs during difficult budget times, and other 

times of crisis during the superintendent’s tenure.  For example, the topic one article 

was an incident that involved a star athlete being shot in the city following a big game.  

The superintendent was the spokesperson for the district during this time.  Other 

documents included the minutes from school committee meetings as well as public 

memos from the superintendent to families and the community. 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Researcher Biases 

Within this case study, limitations existed and can affect the overall results of the 

study.  Single case studies, by nature, are limiting in that they are one-dimensional.  

The limitation of studying a small number of cases, or a single case, is that you will not 

be able to make statements about how your research can be extended to other situations, 

as in survey research (Farquhar, p. 6).  The results of this study are specific to one 

superintendent, school district and community superintendent and can be viewed as a 

limitation.  The researcher is not attempting to imply that all urban superintendents will 

have the same identical experiences outlined in this case study.  Any generalization 

following this will be at the discretion of the reader.  While the limitations of this 

particular case study may involve the specific city being studied, the specific leadership 

style of the superintendent, and issues specifically relevant to this district, the rich 

description and data of this case study may allow the readers to extract some information 

and apply it to their own district. 
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      In addition to single case study limitations, the general bias of any researcher 

must be taken into account; personal experiences and opinions have been formed after 

years of experience within the field education.  In qualitative research, the researcher is 

a limitation and will serve as an instrument in the data collection process and have a 

frame of reference that may influence the interpretation conveyed (Yin, 1989).  It is 

important for the researcher to consider his/her own background in relation to the issues 

under consideration in the study (Crowl, 1996).  Although many factors may affect a 

subject’s answers, such as mood and day’s events, it was my assumption that the people 

being interviewed were answering the questions in an honest manner.  Any other 

assumption would also affect the reliability of the data.  Finally, and specific to this case 

study, the main subject being interviewed was reflecting on a twenty-six year career and 

some events and recollections may have been affected by memory. 

      Delimitations address how the study will be narrowed (Creswell, 1994, p.110).  

Narrowing this study involved the decision to do a single case study of one school 

district’s superintendent.  This study will not attempt to determine if the superintendent 

was successful or unsuccessful, only to study the leadership style of one long-term urban 

superintendent.  However, test scores of the district and other “successes” and “failures” 

are presented that support some of the claims made by some of the participants. 

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

      Leadership styles vary depending on personality, situations, and occupations.  

Even within the position of superintendent of schools, different people use varying 

leadership techniques to express themselves and lead districts.  Whether it be 

transactional leadership, transformational leadership, or transcendental leadership, each 
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style is not a perfect fit for everyone.  The previously mentioned leadership styles have 

all been developed and named through research.  However, it should be noted that some 

other leadership styles may be present, or a combination of styles, but they may not have 

a formal name.  This dissertation examined one superintendent’s leadership style within 

one urban school district.  The results of the interviews, discussions and observations 

outline the superintendent’s varying leadership styles and techniques.  The styles and 

techniques showed both consistencies and differences when interacting with various 

stakeholders.   

The Superintendent as a Leader 

 Leadership within a school district can come in many forms.  Building principals 

lead their schools; students lead certain organizations; teachers are leaders within their 

classrooms; and school boards lead and oversee the entire district.  However, the one 

person, if only by design and title, that is considered the leader of a school district is the 

superintendent of schools.  Superintendents are the face of the district and given the role 

of overall leadership within each district.  Superintendents have the responsibility of 

leading a district and its many stakeholders toward improving the educational atmosphere 

and environment of that district.  How they choose to lead depends on their style and 

comfort level when dealing with the various stakeholders within the district.   

     During this study, research was conducted to see with what style of leadership the 

participant aligned himself.  The varying styles may fall into certain categories of 

leadership.  Transcendent leadership, or servant-leadership, offers a more inclusive and 

consensual decision making process (Gardiner, 2011).  Another style of leadership 

might be transformational leadership where the leader focuses on team-building, 



17 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

motivation and collaboration with employees at different levels of an organization to 

accomplish change for the better (Ingram, 2015).   Some leaders employ a transactional 

leadership style where they are more concerned with maintaining the normal flow of 

operations. Transactional leadership can be described as "keeping the ship afloat" 

(Ingram, 2015, p. 21).  Transactional leaders use disciplinary power and an array of 

incentives to motivate employees to perform at their best (p. 21). 

      In spending time observing the superintendent and through our interviews, a 

specific leadership style was evident.  However, there was also a blended style of 

leadership used when dealing with the school board and another style when dealing with 

the teachers union.  Different management styles are best suited to different situations 

(Ingram, 2015).   A discussion about the observed leadership styles along with those 

described by the superintendent and the various stakeholders will be highlighted in 

Chapter Four. 

      Summary 

      The superintendent of schools for an urban school district is an important and 

vital role for the success of a district.  The superintendent is identified as a source of 

leadership and guidance in establishing programs and initiatives as well as creating a 

mood for success.  Unfortunately, the tenure of superintendents in urban districts has 

been cut short for various reasons and this has caused some districts to have a lack of 

continuity among their programs and overall mission and focus.  Although the short 

tenures for urban superintendents has been well-publicized, there has been limited 

academic research surrounding the short tenures or leadership among urban 

superintendents.  However, this qualitative case study enabled me to interview an urban 
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superintendent and employees of the same school department to gather data and 

information surrounding the leadership style of his superintendency.  The result is an 

analysis of the leadership style of a long-serving urban superintendent who has 

established himself within a community and district, secured programs, and been a 

consistent voice within the district.  
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CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

      The urban superintendency is a complex position that has seen a high turnover 

rate in many districts in recent years. Although there has been some research, the number 

of studies and research is somewhat limiting, especially when it comes to successful 

superintendents with long tenures.  Articles, studies, interviews, and media reports have 

highlighted large urban school districts with challenges that have led to many 

superintendents leaving their post for other opportunities (Fuller et al., 2003; Anderson, 

2006, Grissom, 2010; Drummond, 2014; Murphy, 2016).  However, despite the 

importance of superintendent turnover, the issue surrounding the causes of a high 

turnover rate has not been thoroughly researched (Hoyle, et al., 2005; Byrd, et al., 2006).  

This research will not focus on the short tenures of urban superintendents but instead 

focus on the leadership styles one urban superintendent who has remained in his post for 

over twenty-five years.  The dearth of research pertaining to successful, long-lasting 

superintendents makes this dissertation extremely pertinent and valuable.  As an 

educator in an urban district that has had a very high turnover rate within the 

superintendency, consistency at the top is of great interest and has been the motivation 

for this important topic.   

Literature about the Professional Practice Setting 

      This section will contain literature about the historical perspective of the position 

of superintendent of schools; the high turnover rate of urban superintendents; successful 

traits of superintendents; and information related to successful tenures of superintendents 

as it pertains to school districts and communities. 
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History of Education in the United States 

 The history of public education in the United States has seen many changes 

through the years.  From its early days following the forming of our country, which saw 

an influence of the Enlightenment, through today’s Standards Based emphasis of 

education, the United States has had great influences on the way education should be 

administered.  Although there have been changes, trends, and influences, the 

responsibility of public education rests with the power of the states. The Tenth 

Amendment to the United States Constitution states, “the powers not delegated to the 

United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the states, are reserved to the 

states respectively, or to the people.”  Thus, as education became more of a national 

issue, states assumed the power of monitoring and creating an educational system in each 

state.  Following this, local counties, then cities and towns assumed the role of some of 

the educational decision-making. 

 As early as 1779, Thomas Jefferson drafted a bill in the Virginia state legislature 

that envisioned counties being broken into smaller “wards.”  These wards would each 

function as their own republic in which local citizens would provide for an elementary 

school to which “all the free children, male and female, would be admitted without 

charge” (Urban & Waggoner, 1996, p. 82).  Jefferson’s original plan was for educating 

children for three years and then a slow process of weaning out the top students to 

continue toward university (p. 82).  Benjamin Rush, a professor at the University of 

Pennsylvania was also advocating for a strong state-run educational system at the same 

time as Jefferson.  Although Jefferson and Rush differed on some views, they were both 

early proponents of educating the free children of the country; both argued it would make 
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for a more moral and thoughtful society.  Although this was a highly debated topic at 

the national and state level of government, by 1800, seven of the 14 states that had joined 

the union had made explicit in their constitutions state responsibility for education (p. 

90).  Although theorists extolled the necessity and virtues of publicly supported systems 

of education and common schools, as the nineteenth century opened, education still 

remained a largely, disorganized, and haphazard affair (p. 95).  It should also be noted 

that in many cases, the public funds used for education were reserved for white male 

students and from two extremes; the well-to-do and the paupers of the time (p. 96).  

Therefore, on the outside looking in during the early days of education were women, 

Native Americans and African Americans.   

 From 1820-1860 the American public education system saw an introduction of 

the common school by Horace Mann, a Massachusetts politician.  The term common 

school refers to a type of schooling that would educate all in common, using the same 

curriculum (p. 107).  The common school was a large part of New England states and 

saw most of its impact in the Northeast.  The belief behind the common school, in 

addition to a unified curriculum, was that school should be available to all and foster 

morality and ethics without being tied to any religious systems.  Clearly the belief in 

educating all was problematic for several areas of the country, especially the South, 

which still had slavery and long held-beliefs between the haves and the have-nots; thus 

they were reluctant to about adopt the common school model. 

 The education in the Southern part of the United States was quite different than 

most of the Northern, or even Midwestern states during this time.  African Americans 

were primarily excluded from any access to education.  However, as the Civil War 
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brought political change to the United States, it also provided an avenue for education to 

all children.  Although the hope of equality was ushered in by the Civil War, the reality 

was that the separate schools that were attended by black children were inadequate.  

There was a marked difference in the schools, education, and performance between white 

and black children during this time.  This trend, unfortunately, would last well into the 

20th century. 

 Another factor that must be addressed during the growth of the United States is 

the increased enrollment in public schools.  For example, enrollments in Cleveland, 

Ohio went from 45,000 to 145,000 between 1900 and 1930 (Urban & Wagoner, 1996, p. 

229).  This growth in enrollment occurred during a historical time known as the 

Progressive Era.  The increase in enrollment was the direct result of an increase in 

immigrants coming to the United States for better opportunities.  However, the cultural 

diversity of the immigrants meant the public schools were now facing students whose 

backgrounds they did not know, whose languages they did not speak, and whose habits 

they often found strange and threatening (Ravitch, 1974, p, 173).  Luring the new 

immigrants to education as a way to secure a more useful job, Progressives were able to 

get the newcomers into a school facility that taught English and a familiarity with 

American culture (Labaree, 2010, p. 178).  Schools have always been able to assimilate 

students if given the chance (p.178).  Although this accomplished the goal of creating 

community it also stripped some immigrants of their culture and heritage.  Although 

occurring at the turn on the 20th century, there are some parallels to this dissertation and 

research, which will be discussed further in Chapter IV.   
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 The effects and influence of the Progressive Era are of particular interest to this 

study; specifically, the shift from Child-centered Progressives to Administrative 

Progressive toward the start of the 20th century.  Child-centered progressives focused 

on teaching and learning in classrooms, advocating child-centered pedagogy, discovery 

learning, and student engagement (Labaree, 2010).  Administrative progressives focused 

on the structure of school governance and curriculum, advocating a mission of school 

efficiency for schools, which meant preparing students for future social roles. 

Specifically, Administrative Progressives sought changes in school organization and 

management that gave power to a new class of professionally trained school 

administrators (Urban & Wagoner, 2006, p. 228).  This influence and how it pertains to 

this research will be discussed further in Chapter IV.   

 From 1900 to today, challenges that have faced American public education 

continue to evolve.  Among these challenges have been segregation, funding, 

curriculum and pedagogical differences, and a push toward national standards.  These 

challenges have all taken place as the history of the nation has also evolved and been 

through obvious changes such as wars, innovations, scientific breakthroughs, and 

political battles.  During this time, the modern American education system has been 

formed, teacher preparation has been increased, comprehensive education improved, and 

opportunities for all students have been provided; the steps toward improvement never 

ends.  Most recently, through federal and state programs, a standards based curriculum 

has been the focus on improving education.  As we will see in Chapter IV, the trends 

that have been occurring in education have been very evident in the district and 

superintendent being studied.   
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History of the Superintendency  

 The position of superintendent of schools has seen a remarkable evolution since  

the first ones were hired in Buffalo, New York and Louisville, Kentucky in 1837.  The 

early assignments of the superintendent were primarily clerical and included tasks such as 

collecting demographic data and accounting for money (Houston, 2007).  In the early 

years, the superintendent was responsible for conducting faculty meetings and as well as 

taking minutes at board meetings (Cuban, 1976, p.112).  From 1850-1880, more school 

districts created the superintendent of schools position throughout the country. Although 

in 1880, the United States was still growing and had 38 states as part of the nation.  As 

time passed, school superintendents became the norm and oversaw the daily operations of 

local districts gaining power and prestige as major community leaders (Houston, 2007). 

      By the early 20th century, a larger role for superintendents increased their 

responsibility within the school district and community.  During this time, 

superintendents were expected to not only be managers within the districts but also 

experts in the field of teaching and mentors for teachers within the district.  The 

evolution continued from 1910-1945 as the United States saw historical events impact the 

way the superintendent of schools was perceived and valued.  For example, during the 

rise of the industrial era of the 1920’s, the superintendent was seen as leading the industry 

of education (Kowalski, 1999).  During World War II, superintendents became thrust 

into the forefront of the political propaganda that was common throughout the United 

States.  Not only was it a time of great political unrest and patriotism in the United 

States, it was also a time that government agencies were competing for money from 
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federal, state, and local governments in order to promote their schools and continue their 

educational programs (Callahan, 1966; Edwards, 2007). 

      Toward the end of the 20th century, the superintendency has continued to evolve 

into a role concentrated on leadership, relationships, and academics.  No longer is the 

superintendent simply a person behind the desk that is holding down the fort of a school 

district.  Today, they are the face of the district and working with unions, school boards, 

legislators, and other stakeholders to promote education and reform the educational 

shortcomings of our country.  During one decade the superintendent is a bureaucratic 

executive; ten years later collaboration and collective vision may be the norm (for his 

leadership style) (Anthes, 2002; Beck & Murphy, 1993).  As the educational leaders of 

the school district, the superintendent’s focus on academics and test scores has been 

emphasized in recent years.  He has become a consensus builder who presses principals 

and faculty members to be data driven and collaboratively focused on the most effective 

instructional strategies (Sayre, 2007; Murphy, 1994).  Massachusetts, the state of the 

superintendent being studied has seen state “take-overs” in three districts due to 

underperformance; two of the three districts have been urban.  Many factors have been 

used to determine chronic underperformance; however, the most important ones have 

been standardized state test scores and graduation rates.  There will be more about this 

important factor in Chapter 4. 

 Direct evidence of the changing role of the superintendent has been seen recently 

in the state of Texas.  In November of 2015, there was a discussion and subsequent 

votes that could have shifted the emphasis of hiring pure “educationalists” toward leaders 

with experience in other fields.  However, the State Board of Education rejected a rule 
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change that was previously approved by the State Board of Educator Certification, which 

would have allowed a superintendent to be hired without any public education 

experience.  There does seem to be some compromise in place as both Boards are poised 

to approve the removal of a provision that mandates a superintendent of schools in Texas 

have some classroom teaching experience (Collier, 2015).  Other teacher and school 

groups, including the Texas Association of School Administrators and the Texas 

Classroom Teachers Association, said they did not oppose swapping the principal 

certificate requirement for managerial experience. But they said they weren’t comfortable 

dropping all requirements for classroom experience.  Other proponents of the rule 

change, including an assistant superintendent at the Deer Park school district near 

Houston, rejected the notion that superintendents should have teaching experience, 

saying they are supposed to function as CEOs. Pete Pape, who also serves on the Goose 

Creek (TX) school board, said he was familiar enough with the "financial, political and 

academic" issues required to perform well as superintendent, which he described as a 

personal career goal (Collier, 2015). 

 The historic growth and evolution of the superintendent of schools has gone from 

a clerical and somewhat lesser role to the academic and political leader within their 

communities.  They are now considered the CEOs of the district and as such they must 

orchestrate all resources, both human and material, to fulfill the school district’s mission 

and to realize its vision (Haddick, 2008).  Although the education experience debate will 

continue, Texas Certification Board member agrees with the move toward the non-

traditional school leaders.  “You talk about Michael Dell, you talk about Bill 

Gates....they didn’t even finish college, they don’t have degrees.  But I guarantee you 
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any district in the state would jump on those guys in a heartbeat” (Collier, 2015).  

However, others, such as Diane Ravitch, feel that business leaders have no place in 

running schools or influencing them.  Ravitch felt business leaders know little about 

public education and should spend their time creating jobs in this country and sticking to 

what they know (Ravitch, 2016).  With an increasing influence on public education, the 

role of the superintendent and its importance does not show any signs of decreasing. 

 This newly debated topic, pure “educationalists” versus outside leaders being 

superintendents, was discussed with the superintendent being studied.  This topic was a 

lengthy discussion with the superintendent being studied; his feelings and views will be 

discussed at greater length in Chapter 4.  However, this traditionalist look at training 

educators is not confined to the superintendent’s office and extends throughout the 

teaching ranks as well.  The debate between formal and traditional teacher education 

programs versus accelerated programs is also a hot topic. Consider two reports that got a 

good deal of media attention: Arthur Levine’s 2005 Educating School and Teacher Prep 

Review, released in 2013, by the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ). Though 

both reports single out a (quite small) number of good programs—and those programs 

range in type and size—the overall assessment they present is devastating (Strauss, 

2013).  Both reports criticize teacher education programs and call for an overhaul or 

elimination of many due to the low results and poor performance of the programs and the 

teachers themselves.  However, many teachers, and teacher unions feel that the 

experience they gained in their programs was invaluable in becoming good teachers and 

are balking at a complete overhaul.  Understanding both sides of the argument, Paul 

Jacobs, veteran teacher writes in Kappan Magazine in 2013, “So, now is not the time to 
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debase any program that tries to prepare quality educators for America’s public schools. 

Unions should acknowledge that alternative licensure pathways encourage some of the 

most talented professionals to enter teaching late in their careers. Likewise, alternative 

teacher preparation programs should not forsake those who decide to make careers in the 

public school classroom at an early age and who receive training in ethical foundations 

and reflective practice.”  Again, the educationalist versus outsider debate continues and 

regardless of what side of the debate one falls upon, the discussion is a strong and 

meaningful one for the public education.  With such people as Michelle Rhee, 

Chancellor of Education for the Washington D. C. Public Schools from 2007-2010 

promoting alternative licensure programs amidst union pushback and some states 

allowing this, such as Minnesota in 2011, some argue this is becoming more mainstream.  

However, as the unions and the traditionalists see this as a threat to an established 

practice, the road may never be smooth. 

High Turnover Rate of Urban Superintendents 

        The shuffling of superintendents through school districts creates a kind of 

“revolving door” in the superintendent’s office (Natkin et al, 2002).  In 2008 Kelvin 

Adams became St. Louis, Missouri’s eighth superintendent in five years and John 

Covington became Kansas City’s twenty-fifth superintendent in forty years (Taylor, 

2008).  In Leominster, Massachusetts, eight superintendents have been hired in the last 

fifteen years.  Although this may seem to be a high rate and rare, the reality is that the 

turnover rate among urban superintendents is quite common.  As one veteran 

superintendent expressed, “In urban districts...it doesn’t seem that a superintendent has 

much of a chance to succeed” (Fuller, et al, 2003).  At a recent community meeting of 
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the Worcester, MA school committee to get input regarding qualities of the next 

superintendent, citizens wanted a person that was, “an educational leader, a police officer 

(for school safety), a business leader, a person of the community, someone who knows 

the city, is bilingual, knows various cultures, has great interpersonal skills, and can be at 

all school events.....they want God,” said a Worcester Public School administrator that 

was in attendance at the meeting that evening (D. Rushton, personal communication, 

March 2, 2016). 

      Causes of this high turnover rate have been placed in several areas.  One of the 

highest reasons for superintendents leaving their position is a difficult relationship with 

the school board.  As one superintendent stated to me, “The school board that hires you 

is not the school board that fires you.”  A sound relationship between the board and 

superintendent is critical to success of the superintendency and in the efficient 

management of the district (Educational Writers Association, 2003; Fusarelli, 2006; 

McCloud & McKenzie, 1994; Peterson & Short, 2001; Portis & Garcia, 2007; Sharp, 

Malone & Walter, 2002; and Usdan & Cronin, 2003).  A national survey in 2014 by 

Public Agenda found that nearly seven of 10 superintendents say their boards interfere 

where they should not, and two-thirds believe “too many school boards would rather hire 

a superintendent they can control” (Effective Writer’s Association Special Report, 2014). 

Conditions must be in place that will allow him (the superintendent) and the board to 

function as a team (Harvey, 2003; Kelleher, 2002; Sharp, Malone & Walter, 2002).  

Current Lawrence, Kansas Superintendent of Schools Lawrence Doll, announced in 

November of 2015 that he would be retiring in June 2016. In discussing his replacement, 

he stated “In my opinion the school board has to choose someone that’s not only effective 
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at achieving (the district’s) goals but also someone they can work with because the 

relationship between the superintendent and school board is very close.” (Valverde, 2016, 

pg. 1) 

Negative Impacts of Instability at the Superintendency 

      The importance of public education and student achievement has been a high 

priority in recent political as well as cultural discussions.  The high emphasis on 

standardized test scores has become a lightning rod for discussions in public education.  

For some, standardized test scores highlight that schools in the United States are failing 

to produce students who can compete in the international arena (Miller et al, 2009).  

Although those who do not feel the United States is lagging behind have debated this 

claim, this argument has caused a larger spotlight on the superintendents whose districts 

are not performing at a high level.  A massive research project by Waters and Marzano 

(2006) looked at more than two dozen studies covering more than 2,800 districts and 3.4 

million students. Of the 27 studies examined, 14 had information about the relationship 

between district leadership and average student academic achievement. What they found 

was a direct correlation between district leadership and student achievement.   This 

finding indicated that not only that leadership does matter, but also that effective district 

leadership (superintendent) can actually increase student achievement outcomes (Waters 

& Marzano, 2006).  Superintendent action in response to these demands is critical 

because superintendent leadership impacts student achievement (Waters & Marzano, 

2006).   Research suggests that successful execution of central management functions 

such as staff recruitment, financial management, leadership of instruction, and strategic 

planning helps create positive learning environments within schools, which may 
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indirectly impact student achievement (Alsbury, 2008; Byrd, Drews, & Johnson, 2006; 

Petersen, 2002).  However, not everyone in the debatable topic puts the same influence 

on a superintendent’s impact as above studies.  A recent report from the Brown Center 

on Education Policy at the Brookings Institute in Washington, D.C. found a very different 

opinion stating that “... our results make clear that, in general, school district 

superintendents have very little influence on student achievement in the districts in which 

they serve.” (Chingos, Whitehurst, & Lindquist, 2014, p.13).  This report, released in 

2014, cites five reasons among the rationale behind their conclusions.  Not surprisingly, 

one of the reasons behind their outcome is the short tenure of superintendents thus 

limiting their long-term impact.  During this time, from 2006 to 2014, two key pieces of 

federal legislation the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) and the Race to the Top initiative 

(2009) focused a greater emphasis on student achievement.  This shift in focus on 

national standards, including the introduction of the Common Core, put more pressure on 

school districts to perform at a high level.  This undoubtedly put more pressure on the 

superintendents to have high performing school districts. 

      Change can also have a large impact on student achievement, according to the 

Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL), a non-partisan think tank 

in Denver, Colorado (2001).  McREL described two types of change that organizations 

can take:  incremental and fundamental.  Fundamental change is highly disruptive and 

involves significant alteration to the processes and the people in an organization 

(McREL, 2001).  Incremental change involves introducing many small gradual changes 

as opposed to large changes rapidly.  Fundamental change is best defined as a major 

restructuring or change in the fundamental makeup of the organization; either from the 
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bottom up or top down.  As in most organizations, when change is needed, there is 

usually someone that takes a fall for the entire group.  In sports it is usually the head 

coach who gets fired when the players are not performing.  In schools, superintendents 

usually get relieved of their duties if the district is failing to move forward, especially in 

the area of high profiled student achievement and standardized test scores.  Although at 

first glance, this looks like a logical decision, the disruption causes more harm than good 

as change is highly disruptive and involves significant alteration to the process and 

people in an organization (McREL, 2001). 

      It is no surprise that in many districts the high turnover rate of superintendents can 

also cause a negative effect on morale.  The loss of a superintendent may also negatively 

affect staff morale and satisfaction that could have “trickle down” effects on principal 

and teacher turnover and performance.  When school districts experience frequent 

superintendent turnover, faculty and staff do not build the relationships that foster 

positive trust or morale with the superintendent (Alsbury, 2008; Fullan, 2005). The 

integrity of a superintendent is a key factor in developing relationships and building a 

working rapport (Hoyle et al., 2005; Talbert & Beach, 2013).  

Successful Traits of Superintendents 

     Urban Superintendents face a daunting task in today’s society as they attempt to 

raise the bar on student achievement, act as community organizers, and communicate 

with a very diverse population.  While this is taking place, mandates from various 

government agencies continue to pull the superintendent from every angle.  Several 

traits and characteristics will be discussed as they relate to successful superintendents:  

communication, trust, and match between superintendent and community. 
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      As a leader in any organization, communicating one’s vision or the path for the 

group is tantamount to success.  For a superintendent, this communication must be done 

with several stakeholders including the school board, the teachers union, the students, and 

community.  Superintendents who use relationship-enhancing communication both 

professionally and politically will be more effective administrators (Kowalski, 2005). In 

many instances, and perhaps most notably in dealing with either challenging school 

boards or with teachers’ unions during contract negotiations, a collaborative style of 

communication can be most effective.  Collaboration, also called relational 

communication, has now replaced the classic model of top-down management (Kowalski, 

McCord, Peterson, Young and Ellerson, 2010). Relational communication is open, two-

way, and is intended to benefit all interactants (Burgoon and Hale, 1984). 

      In any successful relationship, trust is an element that makes the bond between 

two parties stronger.  Trust is acknowledged as a characteristic of well-managed 

organizations (Avis, 2003; Kezar, 2004; Leadbeater, 1999; McAllister, 1995).  For a 

superintendent of schools, trust must occur between several stakeholders for an 

administration to be effective.  The superintendent must have reciprocal trust with his 

school board, administrative team, and teachers (often in the form of the teachers union).  

Bryk and Schneider (2003) also found that an absence of trust in schools provoked 

controversy and suspicion and, ultimately, inhibited reform initiatives.  By building trust 

within the system, we are more likely to affect trust levels from without the system 

(Covey, 2006) and to begin to rebuild trust in public education.  Trust, whether it be in 

the form of solid relationships between the superintendent and stakeholders, or in a more 

general sense of trust in education from the general public, is an essential element to 
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accomplishing progress, as noted by Bryk and Schneider (2003).  This discussion of 

trust places an emphasis on stakeholders trusting each other in order to be effective in 

their working relationship.    

      A good match between superintendent and community is a key element to a 

successful tenure as a superintendent.  From this perspective, district and community 

characteristics might factor into the board’s decision affecting the likelihood that 

community members will become disconnected with the superintendent and exercise 

their political power to pressure the school board to make a change (Alsbury, 2003; 

Iannaccone & Lutz, 1970).  Although civic organizations and faith-based groups are not 

part of the district’s formal governance structure, it behooves superintendents who want 

to build a successful tenure to embrace them (Harris, Lowery, Hopson & Marshall, 2004, 

Harvey, 2003; Kowalski et al., 2010; Useem, 2009).  When an outsider becomes a 

superintendent of schools, it can also cause some disruption as they may not know the 

community.  G.A. Buie, executive director of the Kansas School Superintendent’s 

Association has stated, “Many school districts look to hire from within instead of 

bringing someone completely new from the outside.” (Valverde, 2015).  In the 

aforementioned example of the superintendent search for the Worcester, MA public 

schools, they are looking to hire someone that knows the community as a local high 

school principal with 35 years in the district is the leading candidate (WorcesterMag, 

2016) 

Leadership Literature 

 Leadership has been a well-researched and studied topic for decades.  Although 

there has been much debate about what type of leadership is the best for organizations, 
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the varying styles have seen both success and failures throughout all organizations.  

Three types of leadership styles will provide a framework for understanding the 

leadership style that the superintendent utilizes. These three styles are transcendent, 

transformational, and transactional.  Understanding the difference between the three 

varying styles will allow the researcher to see what is the best and most effective fit for 

this superintendent, stakeholders, and community. 

Transcendent leaders look beyond categories to find wholeness in division, to find 

the commonality that connects us all (Gardiner, 2014).  Transcendent leaders are 

grounded in servant leadership (Gardiner, 2011).  The role of the transcendent leader is 

one that has emerged in recent years and has moved in a different direction than the 

autocratic leader, transactional, or transformational leader.  Transcendent leadership 

offers a more inclusive and consensual decision making process for the economic, social, 

and environmental sectors, moving beyond a singular focus on the bottom line of profits 

to a multiple focus on the triple bottom lines of profits, people, and planet (Gardiner, 

2014).  Although much research has focused on business leaders and profits, the 

analogy can be made for school superintendents being CEOs and the profits being the 

successful educational environment and academic and social results of the students. 

      In the early stages of the development of transcendent leadership, core values 

began to emerge such as love and healing, integrity and courage, humility and wisdom, 

and truth and peace (Gardiner and Walker, 2009).  In looking at working collaboratively 

within a school district to get the best results, integrity, wisdom, truth, and courage are all 

strong characteristics that imprint successful superintendents.  Being a strong leader 

often means, not only having the courage to make strong decisions, but also the ability to 
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unite various stakeholders in a common cause.  It is simply put, a “we not me” attitude 

to ensure success and bring about a sense of cohesiveness and unity. 

 Transactional leaders use rewards as a control mechanism to carry out the 

exchange relationship explicitly established to externally motivate followers (Goodwin, 

Wofford &Whittington, 2001; Rafferty& Griffin, 2004).  Transactional leaders use 

disciplinary power and an array of incentives to motivate employees to perform at their 

best (Ingram, 2015).  For urban superintendents, reaching milestones such as 

standardized test results, graduation rates, or attendance of students within the school 

districts could be used to reward the employees of the district.  Although some of these 

may be out of the control of the school employees, these standards allow the transactional 

leader to reward and punish employees who fail to meet the criteria. 

  Transformational leadership is the process whereby a person engages with others 

and creates a connection that raises the level and morality in both the leaders and the 

follower (Northouse, 2007).  The transformational leader has been characterized as one 

who articulates a vision of the future that can be shared with peers and subordinates, 

intellectually stimulates subordinates, and pays high attention to individual differences 

among people (Yammarino & Bass, 1990a). Transformational leadership focuses more 

on change, and inspires followers to “commit to a shared vision and goals for an 

organization or unit, challenging them to be innovative problem solvers, and developing 

followers’ leadership capacity via coaching, mentoring, and provision of both challenge 

and support” (Bass & Riggo, 2006).  This transformational leader was posited as a 

contrast to the transactional leader who exchanges valent rewards contingent upon a 

display of desired behaviors (Burns, 1978; Waldman, Bass, & Einstein, 1987).  For 
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superintendents, this style of leadership allows motivation at all levels, teacher through 

administrator, to do their part for the good of the organization.  This style also allows for 

growth within the school district and encourages professional growth for those that buy 

into the organization and perform well. 

      All three styles of leadership have been proven to be successful in many 

organizations, however, they also have their critics.  In determining the best fit for a 

school district, the superintendent must decide what style is most comfortable, effective, 

and motivating.  The needs of the district as well as the vision and goals set forth by the 

school board and superintendent are all taken into account.  The research examined what 

leadership style the participating superintendent uses and in what context in order to 

achieve success. 

Summary 

 The urban superintendent has evolved into a position that requires great skill in 

order to be both effective and successful.  In examining the historical role of the 

superintendent, it can be seen that its importance has emerged not only in the school 

district, but also in the culture and political structure of many communities.  School 

superintendents, especially in urban environments, face many challenges and must 

possess great skill in working with the numerous stakeholders present in each 

community.  Among the most powerful groups that interact with the superintendent is 

the school board.  This relationship can either cause great stress or great joy for a 

superintendent but in the end, has been the reason why many superintendents do not 

remain in their position for more than three years.   
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 Superintendents that possess great communication skills and are trustworthy are 

also at a distinct advantage than those that do not have these skills and traits.  Both, 

communication skills and trust, are key factors in a successful superintendency and other 

leadership positions within schools.  It is also important for the superintendent and the 

community to have similar goals and values.  This strong match creates a more positive 

and beneficial environment for all involved.   

 Finally, and perhaps most pertinent to this study, superintendents are leaders 

typically aligned with a certain leadership style.  Whether it be transcendent, 

transformational, or transactional leadership, the superintendent must be able to proclaim 

the vision and goals for an entire district and get followers behind the planned path.  

Although different styles may work with different groups, the superintendent must 

recognize this and use their strengths to be an effective leader. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 The purpose of the study was to document the leadership style that has enabled 

the superintendent to maintain his position for a time period well-above the national 

average.  This study was conducted using a qualitative method, specifically the case 

study approach to doing research.  A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between a phenomenon and context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2009).  In 

this case, the phenomenon being studied was the leadership styles of this long-serving 

urban superintendent.  The real-life contexts that were studied were the leadership styles 

used to perform his duties as a superintendent within his community.  The observations 

and interviews were done within the context and setting in his role as a sitting 

superintendent.  The ability for the researcher to gain a clear and deep understanding of 

context and phenomenon is best suited for a case study approach to research. 

      Case study research is particularly suitable for description, explanation, and 

exploratory research, or as Yin (2009) suggested, case studies explain, describe, illustrate, 

and enlighten.  In this case, the research explained the reasons behind the length of 

tenure for the urban superintendent, illustrated the factors that have contributed to this 

and will enlighten the reader as to this phenomenon when so many other superintendents 

only last the national average of 3 years.  Stake (1995) argued that the real business of a 

case is the particularization and understanding the case itself.  In this case, the reasons 

and leadership behind the longevity of the superintendent of schools in one urban district 

that has exceeded the national average by over twenty-years will be the focus.   
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      Also, Meredith (1998) described a case study having two outstanding strengths:  

the first is the ability for a case to be studied in its natural, meaningful setting so relevant 

theory is generated through actual practice; the second is to answer the how and why 

questions about the phenomenon in the natural setting.  The superintendent in this case 

study was examined in his natural setting and the observations conducted were done to 

gain a clear understanding of his leadership styles over twenty-six years.  Also, by 

observing his actions during what Meredith (1998) referred to as actual practice enabled 

the research to be authentic.      

Research Question 

 According to Creswell (2009), research questions in qualitative studies assume 

two forms: a central question and associated sub-questions.  The central question in this 

case study guided the subsequent sub-questions.  The central question in this case study 

was: What have been the leadership styles implemented by this superintendent during his 

long tenure?  From this central question, sub-questions were asked of the people being 

interviewed.  The questions covered biographical questions, leadership style questions, 

and questions surrounding the role of the superintendent.  These questions were not only 

posed to the superintendent but also to the other participants.  These direct questions can 

be found in Appendices A and B. 

Overview of the Data Collection 

 The superintendent that was selected for this case study was chosen for various 

reasons.  First, he has exceeded the average tenure of an urban superintendency by more 

than twenty years.  Secondly, he has served in an area of the state with which I am very 

familiar and he is the longest standing superintendent in this state.  Also, logistically, I 
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had immediate access to this region of the country and I was able to make additional 

visits, or adjust schedules if needed.  I spoke with him regarding this topic and he was 

willing to take part in the research and eager to share his biographical and professional 

story.  I conducted the interviews at his office and on the telephone, and also observed 

him in his official capacity.  I attended public meetings, school events, and other 

community functions that the superintendent was present.   

      In addition to the superintendent, I interviewed past and present school board 

members, employees of the district, and community members to receive a broader view 

of the superintendent.  These interviews added a more complete picture of the 

superintendent of schools and his leadership styles.  I was then able to use all of the 

information conducted in the interviews to produce a thorough case study.  I was also 

able to use all data and compare the responses from others to gain perspective from 

varying stakeholders. 

  Interviews were done in a question and answer style and I took notes during the 

interviews.  I then transcribed the notes by hand and recorded them in a confidential and 

private manner.  I offered the transcriptions to all parties but no one wanted to see the 

transcriptions; however, three people expressed interest in reading the final copy of the 

dissertation.  All parties knew their identity would be kept confidential and the only 

person with access to the notes would be me. 

Data Collection Tools 

       Data were collected through interviews, observations, and document analysis.  

In interviewing the subjects, I opted to use simple paper and pencil to record the answers.  

The notes were taken in a handwritten style and then organized immediately following 
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the interview so the answers could be in immediate memory.  On two separate occasions 

I called the superintendent of schools to clarify answers for accuracy.  This process 

worked well for me as it provided me with a personal opportunity to engage the interview 

and not seem hurried through the process.  All interviews were thorough and at a very 

steady yet good pace to take notes. 

      I also took field notes during the observation stages of the research. In many 

instances, I observed the superintendent and attended meetings and school events in 

which he was in his official capacity.  I then collected the data from my field notes and 

organized them in a clear and fluid manner to gain a more accurate account of the events, 

behaviors, conversations, and environment of the observations.  The organization and 

re-reading of the field notes occurred immediately after the observation to keep the 

observation fresh in my memory.  Please see Appendix E for a sample of the 

observation form. 

 I observed the superintendent in a variety of roles to diversify the research and 

document the leadership styles he had with different constituents.  I observed him as he 

was leading a school board meeting to document the interactions he has with those 

members.  This school board meeting also provided an opportunity for me to see him 

interacting with parents as there was an awards ceremony that evening.  I also observed 

him in his capacity at a very important high school sporting event, serving as the district’s 

leader of students and staff.  In addition, I observed him as a community leader at a city-

wide celebration.  Finally, I observed him in a more formal capacity when dealing with 

the teachers and staff in the district at meetings.  All of these provided me with an 

opportunity to see him interact with various stakeholders to observe leadership styles.  
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      Finally, I collected data through document analysis.  During the more than 

twenty-five year span of this superintendent’s career, there have been numerous minutes 

from school board meetings, newspaper articles, and memorandums from his office 

regarding issues in the school district.  Although some might be private, for example 

those involving personnel issues, many of the documents are considered public 

documents and were available to me for perusal.  The superintendent’s office, as well as 

all interviewees, were very open about sharing documents.  I also perused newspaper 

articles at the Boston Public Library as well as the public library within the city being 

studied.  The analysis involved identifying words and phrases that showed tone and 

leadership qualities through the superintendent’s words and actions.  The analysis was 

compared to and contrasted with his answers from his interviews.   

Gaining Participants for My Study 

 The superintendent that was chosen for this research was cooperative throughout 

the entire project.  In the preliminary conversation he agreed, in theory, to commit 

himself to the necessary time needed for a full research project to be completed 

(Appendix C).  Following his agreement, I contacted the other participants needed for a 

complete case study to be conducted (Appendix D). Although the topic will be the 

leadership styles of a long-serving urban superintendent, and he is the main interviewee, 

others interviews were necessary for a complete and full picture of his leadership styles. 

The superintendent provided me with a list of possible interviewees and also gave me 

their phone numbers and email addresses.  All of the people that I contacted agreed to 

take part in the research and were interviewed at length regarding the district and the 

leadership styles of the superintendent of schools. 
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      Following the approval of the proposal in August 2015, I began conducting the 

research immediately. The majority of the research concluded in December 2015; 

however there have been a couple follow-up phone calls for clarification or further 

questions that occurred in January 2016 as the writing progressed.  This four-month 

time frame allowed me to observe such important events as the preliminary budget 

process, opening of school, fall athletic events, homecoming celebrations, alumni events, 

school board meetings, and general school activities that occur each year.  It also 

allowed for ample time to interview people during the four months to collect data and get 

a varied perspective of his leadership style from various stakeholders. 

Data Collection Procedures 

      Following the approval of the original proposal, I re-connected with the 

superintendent of schools and sent him the official letter outlining the research and the 

guidelines for the research (Appendix C, Appendix F).  Upon his official agreement, I 

then requested a list of school administrators and school board members and selected a 

random group from the list provided.   I approached them via email, explained the 

research and invited them to participate in this case study (Appendix D, Appendix F).  I 

followed-up each request with a phone call in case there were any questions that the 

participants may have regarding the research, process, or direction of my research.  I 

then met with the superintendent seven times and the eight participants once.  Each 

participant knew that if I had further questions, I would reach out to them for a follow-up 

or clarification; this occurred three times.  The interviews started the first week of 

September and were completed in mid-December.  Each session took no more than 30 

minutes to complete the necessary interviews and discussions. 
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 Data were collected through interviews, observations, and document analysis.  

The data were collected to determine the leadership styles of the current superintendent 

of schools.   

Timeline for the Study 

      Once approval was secured from both the committee and the Institutional Review 

Board at Creighton University, the time frame for the dissertation was approximately 

eight months.  Beginning in September of 2015 with an initial interview of the 

superintendent, I began the observation of the superintendent at school events.  

September was an important month for me as I was able to see the leadership that went 

into the opening of the entire school district.  The Fall of 2015 served as a terrific time 

of year for observation as well as a fresh start and a time of great optimism and hope for 

the district.  I was also able to see the superintendent at his favorite events, high school 

football 

      October and November also allowed for great document analysis and literature 

review.  In conducting the literature review, I was most interested in recent documents 

from various sources regarding the leadership of urban superintendency, reasons for 

leaving the position, change in the type of leader school districts want, and 

traits/characteristics of superintendents.  Although there has been little research on the 

topic of successful urban superintendents, this literature was also valuable to the research 

for this project.  Also, I examined minutes from school committee meetings, newspaper 

articles, and other documents directly related to the urban superintendent’s tenure in his 

school district. 
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Data Analysis 

Throughout the process of interviews and data collection, I had a very organized 

process in which I categorized questions and answers into common themes.  This type 

of analysis is supported by Creswell (2013) as logical and deductive approach to 

analyzing data.  Following the interviews, I transcribed the interviews myself to gain a 

deeper understanding of the conversations I had with the participants.  Re-reading and 

formally transcribing the answers provided me a richer understanding of the 

conversations.  From the transcriptions, common themes were identified.  For example, 

were there leadership styles that were used with teachers throughout the district that were 

similar to the leadership styles with the superintendent and the school board? Common 

themes that arose from interview answers were also evident in the document analysis 

from school board meetings.  Following the research, several themes were determined in 

the leadership styles/traits that lead to his success and lengthy tenure.  Creswell (2013) 

indicated that a strength of this approach is that it does not look upon the data provided 

by an individual, but rather, strives to recognize common themes which provides greater 

context.   

  Leadership Roles/Implications as It Relates to Data Collection 

Leading a school district in an urban environment brings with it a set of 

challenges that can stretch beyond the normal academic and educational ones of a school 

community.  For many superintendents, these challenges are overwhelming and shorten 

their tenure.  The education leader is now more than a superintendent; they are part 

community leader, politician, educator, mentor, motivator, and expert.  How this one 

superintendent chose to lead was examined during the case study.  Specifically, how the 
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superintendent views his leadership style will be closely compared to see how other 

stakeholders view his leadership style.  This was done through interviews and 

discussions, as well as observations.  In the interviews and discussions, evidence was 

collected to see if the superintendent uses certain leadership styles such as transcendent, 

transformational, or transactional ones.  Also of interest was to see if there were varying 

styles between the superintendent and stakeholders; how he led the school board as 

compared to how he led the teachers union, for example.      

Ethical Considerations 

      It was imperative that all precautions were taken when dealing with the ethics of 

this research study.  All participants were assigned a number and were referred to by 

this number in all transcriptions and documents by the researcher.  The name-number 

key code was only available to me and stored in a locked filing cabinet in my home.  In 

this particular research, the interview questions and answers were recorded by hand.  

Following the interviews, the written documents (questions and answers) will be placed 

in the same locked filing cabinet.  I am the only person that had direct access to the 

materials.  They too will be in a locked filing cabinet in my home office.  

      Concerning the topic of obtaining consent for the participants, I have included 

consent forms in this proposal (Appendix C, Appendix D, Appendix E).  Each 

participant was obligated to agree to and sign the forms prior to their involvement in the 

research.  Participation was voluntary.  It was the assumption for this research that all 

subjects will remain anonymous, including the superintendent of schools.  This was also 

very important since some of the participants and their willingness to take part in the 

research as some of them are in the school department and work directly under the 
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superintendent of schools.  The guarantee of confidentiality allowed the participants to 

speak freely and honestly. 

       During the entire research project, the superintendent and school district were 

described but not specifically named.  However, all other school districts in the research 

are named and authentic.  For example, Worcester, Massachusetts is mentioned as a 

school district when discussing the superintendent search process.  The district and 

superintendent being researched remain unnamed throughout the paper for confidentiality 

reasons agreed to at the beginning of the research.  This ensured that every precaution 

was taken and all participants can feel free and open to discuss all aspects of the research 

without being named.  For example, the school district is located in an urban setting on 

the East Coast of the United States; there will not be a specific school district named.  It 

will however, list demographic information so the reader can get a significant outline and 

understanding of the school district. 

  Summary 

 The methodology of this research project was a qualitative case study that 

examined an urban school superintendent.  The longevity and leadership styles of this 

long-standing superintendent were the focus when conducting observations, interviews, 

discussions, and document analysis.  Confidentiality was assured when interviewing 

school board members, administrators, teachers, as well as the superintendent.  All 

records were kept in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s home office.  The research 

was conducted over a four-month time frame as leadership styles, personal traits, and 

communication techniques will be studied.  Following all data collection, analysis of the 

superintendent’s leadership styles will be the focus. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH FINDINGS 

  The purpose of the study was to document the leadership styles of one long-

standing urban superintendent that has maintained his position for a time period well-

above the national average.  One research question guided this study:  What are the 

leadership styles used by the superintendent of schools? Other questions were asked 

during the interviews and were separated into two categories; one set that was asked of 

the superintendent of schools (Appendix B) and one set that was asked of others with 

direct knowledge of the school system and the superintendent (Appendix A).  Data were 

gathered in the form of interviews, observations, and documentation review.  Interviews 

that were conducted included seven with the superintendent of schools and one each with 

the following participants: three principals, one central office administrator, two teachers, 

and two school board members.  No students were interviewed during this research as I 

concentrated my research on those that had extensive and direct contact with the 

superintendent.  Although, as will be shown, the superintendent is directly involved in 

many student activities, I thought it was best to interview people that saw him as a direct 

leader with several years of experience working closely with him. During the interviews, 

participants were asked the pre-determined questions but also engaged in follow-up 

questions as well as discussions that evolved from the answers they provided.  

Documents that were reviewed were minutes from school board meetings, newspaper 

articles from the last twenty-five years, and data provided from the census bureau as well 

as the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.  

Observations included the superintendent of schools at school district events and school 

board meetings.   



50 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

 Creswell’s (2013) approach to data analysis was utilized for this research.  The 

interview transcripts were analyzed and identified common descriptors that were used by 

the participants to describe the leadership style of the superintendent of schools.  The 

superintendent’s self-descriptors, school board members’ answers, principals’ answers, 

and teachers’ answers were all compared to each other and determined to be consistent 

with each other.  The observations and documents used for this research were also 

analyzed to support or counter the primary research method, the interviews.  The 

purpose of this investigation was to identify the leadership styles utilized by the long-

standing urban superintendent.   

  The following chapter contains results from the interviews, document analysis, 

and observations conducted during the site visits.  The superintendent’s leadership styles 

are presented along with evidence from each detailed style.  This chapter is divided into 

the following sections: 

• Demographic Background of the City and School District 

• Description and Rationale of the Participants 

• History of the Appointment of the Superintendent 

• Major Findings 

• Strong Sense of Leading by Example 

• Strong Sense of Community and Team Play within the District and City 

• Strong Sense of Service to the Students and District 

• Summary 
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Demographic Background of the City and School District 

  The city being studied is in the Northeast part of the United States.  The 

following statistics are from the 2010 census but some have been updated with estimates 

by the census bureau and reflect 2014 statistics.  

Table 1 

District Enrollment by Gender 

Gender Number in District % of District 

Male 3,679 51.6 

Female 3,446 48.4 

Total 7,125 100 

 

 
 

Table 2 

District Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity 

Race/Ethnicity % of District 

African American 18 

Asian 4.9 

Hispanic 43.9 

Native American 0.5 

White 30.8 

Hawaiian, Pacific Islander 0.1 

Multi-Race, Non-Hispanic 1.9 
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Table 3 

District Information 

Subject Percent 

Attendance Rate 93.4 

First Language Not English 58.6 

English Language Learner (enrolled) 16.0 

Special Education (enrolled) 15.1 

Low Income 79.1 

 

 

 

Table 4 

City Demographics by Age 

Age Range Number Percent 

Population under 5 years old 3,051 6.9 

Population under 18 years 

old 

10,084 22.8 

Total Population 44,231 100 

 

 

 

 

Table 5 

City Demographics by Race/Ethnicity 

Race/Ethnicity Number Percent 

Population considered white 

(solely) 

27,777 62.8 

Black or African American 

(solely) 

6,325 14.3 

Asian (solely) 2,123 4.8 

Hispanic 9,332 21.1 

Total Population 44,231 100 
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Table 6 

City Demographics by Origins and Language 

Subject Percent 

Foreign Born Persons 41.2 

Language other than English spoken at 

home 

54.8 

 

 

 

 

Table 7 

City Demographics by Education for Population 25 Years and Over  

Degree Percent 

High School Graduate 79.4 

Bachelor’s Degree or higher 15.6 

 

 

 

 

Table 8 

City Income Statistics 

Subject  

Population 44,231 

Median Household Income (2013) $49,368 

Per capita Income (2013) $23,410 

 

 

 

 

  In relation to the demographics in Tables 1-8, the students that are enrolled in the 

school system mirror the changing community demographics.  In other words, the 

percentage of white residents (62.8%) is higher than the white students enrolled (30.8%) 

and the number of Hispanic residents (21%) is lower than the number of Hispanic 

students (43.9%).  This disparity shows the early stages of a gradual increase in 
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immigration and changes in the population of this urban community.  The census 

statistics from 2000 and 2010 support the increase in this community being a “changing” 

community which more non-white residents are calling home.  However, the one 

constant that is supported by all data is the per capita income ($24, 263) and low-income 

status of both the residents and the students in the community and school district; 79.1% 

of students receive free or reduced lunch.  The information regarding socio-economic 

status as well as First Language not English (58.6%) is aligned with the description of an 

urban community.  Although this is considered an urban school district, an interesting 

piece of data can be seen in Table 3 as the school district’s attendance rate is 93.4%, a 

much higher statistic than many urban school districts in the region being studied. 

  It should be noted that there were several attempts to attain the demographical 

information of the school district from 1989, the year the superintendent of schools was 

appointed, and compare it to the most recent data.  After speaking with the 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education as well as the 

targeted school district administration, the only data that was available was from 2005 to 

the present.  This data should a continued increase in the enrollment of ELL students, 

immigrant students, Hispanic students, African-American students, and low-income 

students.  Specifically, the percentage of students categorized as low-income in the 

school district was 48% in 2005 and increased to 86% in the 2015-2016 academic year. 

The district’s projections anticipate this trend continuing for the next five years.  The 

one statistic that was available for the superintendent’s entire tenure showed large growth 

in student enrollment.  In 1989 there were 3,944 students enrolled whereas in 2016, 
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there are 7,222.  Not only are the subgroups expanding but the overall population is also 

growing. 

Description and Rationale of the Participants 

  The participants of this study were comprised of the superintendent of schools 

plus a group of people selected randomly from a list of school personnel and school 

committee members supplied by the superintendent of schools office.  From that list, a 

random selection occurred.  The average age was 54 years old and ranged from 33 years 

old to 73 years old.  Of the nine participants, two were women and seven were men; all 

were Caucasian.  All of the participants, with the exception of the two teachers and one 

school committee member, had grown up in the city being studied, attended the public 

schools, and were employed for the district for over twenty years.  The building 

principals all had over fifteen years of administrative experience apiece, all in the same 

city.  One principal had been employed outside the district as a teacher early in his 

career.  The teachers that were interviewed are no longer working in the district but each 

left this year and were employed in the district for nine years apiece prior to their 

voluntary departure.  Two of the school committee members had been lifelong residents 

of the city and one had served on the school committee for 25 years.  Although the 

racial and ethnic diversity among the interviewees is non-existent, the experience and 

breadth of knowledge pertaining to the leadership style of the superintendent was vast. 

      Five of the interviews were conducted in person and six were conducted over the 

telephone.  Of the ones conducted in person, three were done in school buildings within 

the district and two were done on a neutral site.  The interviews were conducted at the 

convenience of the interviewee and there were no time restrictions regarding the 
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beginning or end of the interview.  Interviewees contributed varying amounts of 

information regarding the leadership style of the superintendent; included in this were 

examples of district programs, interpersonal relationships, data about district testing and 

the geographic makeup of the students, and examples of school culture that exist within 

the district. 

Table 9 

Study Participants 

Participant Gender Age Years in the District 

Superintendent Male 72 50 

Curriculum Director Female 67 37 

School Board  Male 74 17 

School Board  Male 57 9 

Principal Male 51 27 

Principal Male 47 21 

Principal Male 49 22 

Teacher Female 31 9 

Teacher Male 31 9 

 

 

 

 

 

History of the Appointment as Superintendent 

      I think it is important to understand the history and rise to the position of 

superintendency of the subject being studied in order to appreciate the long term service 

and get a better understanding of the leadership style associated with this superintendent.  

The superintendent being studied was born in the town in which he now serves as the 

educational leader.  He attended the public school system, went off to college and 

returned to teach in his hometown district.  In his words, “I didn’t always want to be the 

superintendent...I wanted to be a teacher, then a principal, then I wanted to be the 
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assistant superintendent.”  His rise to the current position may best outline his 

confidence and willingness to exert a sense of strength and conviction.  As the Assistant 

Superintendent, he had a clause in his contract that stated if the current superintendent 

(his boss) left for any reason, he would assume the role of superintendent for a year.  

The superintendent did in fact retire due to a health condition and the school committee 

met to decide the course of action regarding the next superintendent appointment.  The 

chairman of the highly politicized school committee at the time was not a fan of the 

process nor the current assistant superintendent’s clause as he was vying for the top post.  

The meeting to decide the next superintendent was public, emotion-filled and had 

supporters and detractors speaking about the future of the school district.  In what the 

superintendent remembers as a “packed house”, the chairman said aloud, “So what’s it 

gonna be....are you taking the job for a year, because that’s all you’re getting, or what?”  

The superintendent-in-waiting asked for a quick recess where he met with his attorney 

and his wife and then gave his answer.  “Yeah, I’m gonna take the job and I am gonna 

spend the next year trying to get some of you out of office and replace you because you 

are bad for education in this city.”   In referencing the local newspaper from April 4, 

1989, the superintendent’s accounts are very accurate of a split school board and a very 

contentious situation regarding his hiring.  His supporters were in favor of a quick 

appointment while his dissenters spoke out against his appointment.  The chairman of 

the school board was not a fan of the newly appointed superintendent and was outspoken 

about his opposition.  In response to the outspoken chairperson, the superintendent, 

according to the local newspaper was quoted as saying, “For a character like him to make 

any comments about anything, please.  His record speaks for itself.  His performance 
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in public office speaks for itself.”  This was his first comments as superintendent and set 

the tone for his future years as a strong and confident leader. 

 The committee had no other option than to hire him for a year.  However the 

next year was volatile as a changing of the guard had occurred and the superintendent did 

work hard to replace the school committee before the next election.  The change 

occurred as six new members were sworn in following the election and a new committee 

began to form.  The superintendent then received a new three-year contract as the city’s 

educational leader; a seat he has now held for twenty-six years.   In his words, “I sent a 

message early that I was in charge, I wanted the job, and we were going to do things for 

kids in this city, even if that meant ruffling feathers politically.” Twenty-six years later, 

this first public meeting and subsequent first year of actions set the tone for the 

superintendent’s leadership style and assertive nature.  As an untested leader, he rolled 

the dice early and showed a strong personality, challenging those in power above him.  

The risk paid off and he has grown into a very strong and powerful personality in the 

district and in the city.  However, from a psychological perspective, it can also be shown 

that in receiving the positive reinforcement in his early days allowed him to continue 

attain the strength and confidence on his assertive and strong path. 

  Although he started as the permanent superintendent during the following 

September, the early transition was anything but smooth.  The summer months saw 

some difficult negotiations between the school committee and the teachers union.  The 

bad feelings came to a culmination on the first official day of school for the students and 

the superintendent; the teachers voted not to go to work on the first day of school and 

begin a strike.  “The strike lasted three weeks and was the longest teachers’ strike in the 
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history of the state,” he recalled.  “My first day as superintendent I was called into 

Middlesex Superior Court at 8 AM by the judge....he said to me, ‘How does this happen?  

How long have you been superintendent?”....I quietly said, ‘about 8 hours.”  The judge 

laughed at his answers and ordered the teachers back to work, but they refused.  The 

result of the strike was a contentious three-week ordeal with both sides getting militant, 

and the union being encouraged by some school committee members from the last 

administration.  “I think some people wanted to see me fail and were curious to see how 

I was going to react,” he reflected.  “Looking back, it was not a good situation for 

kids.....I was tested early.....but in retrospect it was great and showed the people that I 

could handle this,” he said.  “I ended up using it to my advantage and capitalized on the 

situation, “ he declared.   

  By stating that he used it to his “advantage and capitalized on this situation” was 

further discussed by the superintendent.  His feeling was that he capitalized on an 

opportunity to lead and was able to solve a city-wide problem as a new superintendent.  

He felt it showed people that he could handle difficult situations and work with the 

teachers union.  In fact, he noted, following this strike, he now negotiates all contracts in 

public as opposed to the typical “behind closed doors, clandestine approach.”  He said 

this allows for transparency and also removes the unreasonable requests by both sides 

during the negotiation process.  Also, the press, most specifically local newspapers, are 

allowed to report on the entire process from beginning to end and this has helped both 

sides working together over the years.  Again, “by using it to my advantage” allowed 

him to see the positive results of his actions and this reinforced his assertive and strong 
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style of leadership which has continued throughout his career.  In short, it was an early 

sign that what he was doing and how he was leading was producing positive results. 

      What has followed has been twenty-six years at the helm of the superintendency 

of an urban school district. The city has evolved from a city of Italian and French 

Canadian immigrants to a very large population of non-English speaking, undocumented 

South American immigrants; as evidenced by the 54.1% of the residents who speak their 

native language at home. The children of the immigrant parents come to the United States  

and are placed into the public schools with an attempt to assimilate culturally and learn 

the English language.  Although the countries of immigration have changed over the 

years, the issues facing these students and their families are the same as discussed in 

Chapter 2 regarding the history of public education in the United States. For many, this is 

difficult and continues the  discussion in schools between teaching content and teaching 

English.     The changes that have occurred have forced the school district to evolve as 

well.  Also, many of the current residents live under the poverty level and rely on public 

assistance to make ends meet. The changes within the district were discussed by all 

people interviewed and directly addressed by the superintendent as a sense of pride, “we 

help people in this city,” he declared. 

Baseline Assessment Information 

  The baseline data gathered for this study were from the interviews conducted by 

the researcher.  In addition to the research question: What are the leadership styles used 

by the superintendent of schools? sub-questions were asked to cite specific examples that 

could confirm or contradict the original research question.  The answers to the questions 
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showed three major themes: Leading by example, Leading within the community and as a  

team player, and Service leadership. 

Study Findings 

  The following research question guided this qualitative study:  What have been 

the leadership styles that have been implemented by this superintendent during his long 

tenure?  Several sub-questions were also asked in order to gather evidence and get 

examples of the leadership styles described by the central research question.  The results 

were an analysis of eighteen adjectives used to describe the superintendent of schools 

leadership styles.  In analyzing the data, and comparing the results from the 

superintendent to the participants, there was very no disagreement or variation among his 

leadership styles.  As one school board member  responded when asked if there was a 

difference in his leadership style in dealing with various stakeholders, he responded, 

“Absolutely not, he is the same across the board and he is who he is.”  The data supports 

this statement.  Table 9 shows the consistency of responses by the participants. 
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Table 9 

Percentages of responses when asked to describe the leadership style of the 

superintendent of schools 

 
 

  Three themes emerged regarding the leadership style of the superintendent of 

schools from the data: 

1.    A strong sense of leading by example:  highlighted by work ethic, trust, and    

professionalism. 

2. A strong sense of community and team play within the district and city.  

3. A strong sense of service to the students and district:  whatever it takes to move 

the district forward. 

Leadership Style of the Superintendent:  Leading by Example 

  Old-school and authoritarian 

  The superintendent described himself as “direct, old-school, hands on.....I am 

action-oriented.....we get things done around here and do it in a certain way.”  The three 
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principals that were interviewed all had very similar views on the leadership of the 

superintendent.  When asked about his style, all three spoke of his “old school” 

commitment to the district and his love of the city.  “He is old school and loves this 

district and will not stop until the schools are the best in everything...and innovative, he 

wants the best of everything, from technology to teaching methods.”   One commented 

that he is, “....firm but fair and old-school.”  He added, “He has high expectations for all 

of us and leads by example.”  Finally, the third principal that was interviewed said the 

superintendent was, “Direct, to the point, with high-expectations for all of us...but he 

doesn’t expect anything us that he doesn’t do.”  There can, however, be a perception 

from outsiders that the superintend does not take suggestions and rules with an iron fist.  

One principal did not feel that was fair or an accurate depiction of their boss.  “He is not 

the despot ruler that some make him out to be...he simply knows what is best for the kids 

and won’t rest until the kids get what is best.”  The quote “knows what is best for kids” 

comes from his years of experience, not only as a superintendent but more specifically as 

an educator within this specific community.  It is not to be misinterpreted as someone 

who is omniscient or overbearing, but instead a provider of what he feels is advice for 

success.  Although there are different paths for people, he relies on his knowledge of the 

community and years of experience for his advice as to “what is best.”   

  The term “old school” that is continuously mentioned throughout the interviews 

to describe the superintendent is best defined as “traditional” or as Merriam Webster 

Dictionary defined it, “based on a way of doing things that was common in the past.”  

Ironically, he is “old school” when it comes to discipline, dress, traditions, and 

expectations of formal schooling.  However, he has also been on the forefront of 
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innovative ideas as it pertains to curriculum, technology, and educational trends.  What 

can be seen is that if he feels the latest trends in education, for example full day 

kindergarten, will benefit his school system, he will change and move away from his “old 

school” ways.  However, even if the data and research support a certain change, the 

superintendent may feel it is not best for his specific district.  For example, even though 

it has become commonplace and accepted to replace neighborhood K-8 schools with 

middle schools that serve grades 6-8, he will not change simply for change sake.  

Therefore the description of him as old school applies in certain situations and not others; 

he still makes decisions that are district specific and weighs the benefits for his district.  

  Understandably, some people may read this as despotic more than not, however, 

an examination of his intentions may overrule his actions.  Having been trained as an 

educator in a more disciplined and traditional setting, the superintendent is very aware 

that the community is changing but he is also a proponent of structure and order.  

Clearly there is an order of administrators in the district as reflected by his Administrative 

Progressive-like system.  The question arises as to the cultural differences between the 

superintendent, his administrators and teachers, and the students that they educate.  

Again, his formal educational training as a teacher and administrator occurred during a 

time when traditional or “old school” education was the norm.  The tumultuous 1960‘s 

and early 1970‘s had yet to occur and he was trained in an age where men wore ties, 

women wore dresses or skirts, there was very little challenge to authority and respect of 

the profession was an expectation.  These early days have been a strong foundation for 

his leadership and continue to be reflected in the way he runs the school district in 2016. 
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  When one interviewee was pressed about his perceived despotic style of 

leadership, they continued to dismiss this and spoke of his compassionate side, “...he is in 

charge but he is also caring...he knows if someone in your family is sick or has a medical 

issue and he calls to check in.....he cares.”  This was confirmed by a teacher who spoke 

of her difficult pregnancy and his call to the hospital to check on her, “Although he 

discourages people missing work, because he never takes a day off, he knows there are 

legitimate issues for some and takes a genuine interest in his employees.”  She also 

spoke of, and later showed me, the letter he wrote to her when she resigned, “...he 

included well-wishes to me and mentioned my kids’ names...he knows his employees’ 

families..he’s pretty thorough and special.”  What is evidenced by these acts, phone 

calls, and genuine interest in his employees is that although he works hard, has high 

standards, and expects his employees to do the same, he is also supportive and loyal 

when a crisis arises.  It is not a stereotypical business-like atmosphere that can be cold 

and treat people as a number.  He has lessened the number of sick days employees are 

allotted each year over the last few contracts but does not worry about sick days if a 

serious illness or tragedy occurs.  He has created an atmosphere where he is the boss, 

but not a tyrannical one. 

  It is also evident that having grown in the community and having a genuine, 

vested interest in his hometown and its residents, he knows the families in his district. 

However, I would be remiss if I didn’t mention the first-hand accounts of his and the 

entire school district’s efforts to assimilate all students while still holding onto past 

cultures and traditions.  Through multi-cultural events held at the schools to the 

promotion of reading programs about cultures in native languages, the schools are 
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balancing the cultural dilemma in a very proactive way.  As Lisa Delpit (1995) 

discussed in her book, Other People’s Children, “Educators must have knowledge of 

children’s lives outside of school so as to recognize their strengths” (p. 172).  I firmly 

believe that in this school district, a conscious effort is made to know the children and the 

families and to promote everyone’s strengths and potential.  As was mentioned earlier, 

the school district has the longest school day and the longest school year in the state.  

The rationale behind the longest school day and longest school year is the 

superintendent’s understanding of the community’s and family’s needs.  As he stated, 

“The kids now have three meals a day with us and have a safe place to be each day that 

we are in school.”  Coupling that with the contractually extended days for guidance 

counselors and school adjustment counselors so they can meet with parents is another 

example of efforts made to connect with families and the community; all put in place by 

the superintendent. 

     One of the school committee members described his leadership style as “leading 

by example.....he doesn’t ask you to do anything that he wouldn’t do.”  The school 

committee member continued, “He is also loyal...loyalty is very big to him and he will do 

anything he can do---give you extra sick days, visit you in the hospital, help out your 

family--if you have been a loyal member of this department.”  The second school 

committee member answered it in a more specific and also complex way.  He stated that 

the superintendent “.....understands his limits and appoints people in positions to 

leadership roles, surrounds himself, with people he can rely on.  He may appear to be 

authoritarian but really is not.”  However, “he recognizes excellence and expects 

excellence,” he continued.  “To many on the outside, he appears to be a totalitarian 
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ruler....he is not....he promotes from within and wants suggestions and ideas....but there 

are some things that are his way or the highway......however, he is usually right from his 

years of experience and knowing the community”  Again, relying on his years of 

experience and in-depth knowledge of the community in which he lives and works has 

not only allowed, but created this confidence in his position and his leadership style.  He 

is confident in his role as a leader, advice-giver, and mentor.  However, those on the 

inner circle, including the school committee and administration, do offer advice and 

disagree with him regarding certain topics. 

      The appearance of an authoritarian leader is a theme that ran through many of the 

interviews and was emphasized by the interviewer.  “There are things that he won’t 

budge on,” commented the Director of Curriculum, a woman who had been in the district 

since 1971.  “For example, neighborhood schools are important to him because of the 

makeup of the community.”  The difference between a K-8  neighborhood school and a 

true middle school concept (grade 6-8) are not equal in the superintendent’s eyes.  “He 

feels that the neighborhood schools allow the families, specifically the children (brothers 

and sisters) to remain together.  He knows that a seventh grader walks his sister, a third 

grader, to school, and this would be gone in a true middle school.....this would be bad for 

families in his eyes...even though it may be more cost efficient, it’s bad for our city” 

commented the Director of Curriculum.  This was confirmed by the teacher who spoke 

of a day that a sixth grader had to bring his four-year old sibling to her school or stay at 

home by themselves.  Although this was not ideal, it was a situation that the school dealt 

with and helped with.  It is not a unique situation but unfortunately one that is an issue 

in their city.  This example emphasizes and highlights both the superintendent’s belief in 
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neighborhood schools and his understanding of individual family needs and the dynamics 

of the families living in the community.  More on his service to the students will be 

presented later on in this chapter. 

  Leading by example with a strong work ethic, professionalism, and visibility in 

the city also rang through the interviews with the interviewees.  The superintendent 

arrives to work no later than 6 AM each day and often stays well after five before 

returning to the district to attend an event. “I have never been to a school event that he is 

not at....” commented one of the principals.  “And in turn, I know that if he is there, I 

better be there,” he laughed.  One member of the school committee said, “If I am 

looking for him on a Sunday afternoon at 3 PM, I call the office first.....he’s usually there, 

then I’ll call his house.”  The school committee member also relayed a story that the 

superintendent often tours the schools on his own during the weekend and if something is 

messy or if a classroom is unkempt, the teacher will get a note to see the superintendent 

after school on Monday.  “Those are dreaded notes to get, “ he quipped.  The teachers 

described the superintendent as omnipresent and stated it is not uncommon for him to 

visit a classroom, check on kids, or be at every event.  The 8th grade graduations in the 

schools are on separate nights so he can go to each one and speak about the great 

accomplishments of the kids.  One of the teachers that was interviewed, said the 

superintendent, “is everywhere...I really don’t know if he sleeps....” His work ethic and 

complete dedication to the position has earned the respect of his colleagues and the 

community.  They understand that he expects others to follow his lead and put forth the 

same effort and dedication, and for some, this may be impossible.  However, he leads by 

example and refuses to be outworked.   
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  Understandably, the view from many may be that he is omnipotent and rules 

without regard to other opinions or sees himself as the man in charge.  Many of the 

people interviewed discussed that they felt there was a misconception of his strong 

leadership style.  To some degree, I would say that he is in charge, he is the leader, he is 

the superintendent; and very strong in his role.  However, I also feel that through his 

actions, intimate relationships with the community, genuine care of the entire school 

district, and experience, he has developed a leadership style and works toward those 

goals.  One theme that came from the interviews and observations was his ability to be 

fair and treat everyone on the same level.  Again, in terms of work, an administrator and 

teacher both stated, “He doesn’t expect anything from anyone that he doesn’t do 

himself.”  He has set the bar high, has lofty standards and wants everyone to achieve 

those goals.  There is no punishment or retribution for failure, but there are expectations 

for hard work, teamwork and a high level of professionalism.  Again, there are 

discussions behind closed doors regarding those that have differing opinions, and 

sometimes the superintendent is swayed to change the course.  However, in his decision 

making, there is typically research done, data gathered, and information to support his 

decisions.  He is not a knee-jerk decision maker and always does what he feels will help 

the district and its students.  In the end, these discussions are professional and healthy to 

the betterment of the district.  His Director of Curriculum has had differing opinions on 

certain topics, like the middle school versus neighborhood school debate, and although he 

sees the research for its benefits, does not think it is a good fit for his district.  He does 

not belittle or demean those around him, simply hears their opinion and views and makes 

a decision.  However, once the decision is made, everyone is expected to be on board. 
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  Professional appearance. 

     Professional appearance, not only in the physical plant and schools but also in the 

dress and appearance of the employees is something of a trademark in the district. “I wear 

a suit to school every day,” said one principal.  “Every day?”  I asked, “even in July?”  

“Every day that I am representing this school system, I am expected to wear a suit...not a 

shirt and tie but a suit...every administrator does...and every male teacher is in a shirt and 

tie and every female teacher dresses professionally.”  The teacher remembers his final 

interview with the superintendent when he was hired, “He (the superintendent) said to 

me, ‘you look very nice in your shirt and tie....and you’ll wear one to school every day 

that you work here or your rear-end will be on the next bus back to your 

hometown....congrats on the job, glad you are with us and I hope you have a great career 

and retire with us.’ he said as he laughed out loud.  “That’s just the way it is here, 

professional.”  I asked the superintendent about that story and about the professional 

dress, he laughed and said, “Some of that is urban legend...myth stuff....but yes, i do feel 

it is important to dress professionally.”  I asked him if there was ever any pushback.  

He responded, “Oh yes every now and then there is someone that uses the contract and 

says I cannot make them dress a certain way…..and they are right but it is not about a 

directive, it is about doing what I think is right for the kids.”  I asked him what he meant 

and he answered, “We live in a city that has 87% free and reduced lunch....many kids do 

not see their parents going to work in a shirt and tie, or may not live in a well-landscaped 

and clean building...they need to be exposed to it and see that they can do it too.”  The 

superintendent continued, “I do not expect all kids to have professional jobs or jobs 

where they must dress-up, but they should know that they can, with a great education that 
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we provide, rise to whatever they want to do.”  His desire to provide strong positive 

options for his students, understanding that the community struggles and many families 

are at or below the poverty level motivates his actions.  He sees the value of a strong 

education, a strong work ethic, and a path to success.  He truly wants his students to 

achieve greatness and sees his role as the superintendent of schools as a provider through 

their education.  

      One of the teachers laughed when I asked her about the professional dress 

component to the district.  “My first Friday in the new district, I wore jeans and took a 

picture of my outfit to send to my former colleagues...that’s how much of an issue it is.”  

When pressed about this as a way that he may exert power of influence upon those 

working for him, a teacher reflected for a moment but again dismissed him as being too 

powerful and forceful.  “Many of us want to be treated professionally, and we are paid 

very well....but in turn we need to represent the district and set a professional tone for the 

district...I have never seen him yell or be disrespectful toward another employee.”  As 

can be seen from many examples, he expects things done a certain way and surrounds 

himself by those that “buy into” his atmosphere.  He expects a certain dress, certain 

attendance record, certain professionalism.  In turn, he rewards his employees with 

strong salaries and support when needed.  There is a mutual respect between both 

parties. 

  The Director of Curriculum revealed that their professional dress is actually a 

trademark and a recognizable feature across the state.  “Whenever we attend a meeting 

or a conference, even in the summer, there are no golf shirts, or shorts, it is business attire 

only.”  She continued, people often say to us, “Oh you must be from __________? and 
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we laugh.”  A school committee member mentioned his first joint meeting with the city 

council to present the school budget.  “It is a very informal meeting but I got a call 

reminding me that we should be wearing suits.....anytime we represent the district, we are 

in suits.”  The superintendent sets the tone for the professional dress example.  In 

observing him at a Sunday afternoon high school football game in mid-September, the 

temperature in the mid 70’s, he was on the sideline and speaking with the players and 

parents in a three piece suit.  He clearly sets the tone.   

     The professional dress in an era of “dress-down” Fridays is a direct reflection of 

the impact the old school superintendent continues to have on “his” district according to 

the teachers. It has also had a large trickle-down effect to everyone that works in or 

represents the school system.   In the interviewers and observations at meetings and in 

walking through the school district, the professionalism goes beyond the dress of teachers 

and administrators.  The secretaries are all dressed professionally, many in skirts and 

dresses. The custodians are all dressed in the same shirt and pants, an informal uniform 

that has the school district’s name on it.  Also, when observing a school committee 

meeting that was honoring students for certain achievements, all students and presenters  

were “dressed up” for the event.  “Have you seen what he wears?” asked one of the 

interviewed teachers.  She continued, “He looks like that every day.”  Pausing and 

looking off into the distance for a minute, she began to laugh, “I don’t think I have ever 

seen him without a suit on.....never.....I have never seen him in regular clothes.”  This is 

another example of his belief in “old-school” professionalism and his belief in doing 

things the right way.  I do feel that his age of 72 years old and teacher training during a 

different era has greatly impacted his standard of dress. 
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  Another teacher told a story regarding a boy that was wearing his pants below his 

waist, a common trend in adolescents, and the superintendent stopped him in the hallway 

and said, “Pull your pants up.....we don’t dress like that around here...you want to look 

like that go to ___________ High School” (a neighboring and rival school in the next 

town).  In relation to appropriate dress among the students, there could be a debate that 

there is an attempt to have urban students change their culture to assimilate to a more 

“formal” educational setting.  Again, Lisa Delpit would argue to celebrate and recognize 

cultural differences. “In any discussion of education and culture, it is important to 

remember that children are individuals and cannot be made to fit into any preconceived 

mold of how they are ‘supposed’ to act” (1995, p. 167).  However, the teachers and 

administrators disagree on this assertion.  “I would understand if you felt this way if we 

said something to them outside of school, but this is an educational setting and we treat it 

as one,” said one teacher.  When asked about the difference between the school culture 

and the outside culture the teacher responded, “We know that there are differences among 

our setting and the streets, or home lives or social situation.....but we also want our kids 

to be able to see the differences needed for different situations.”  Again, I do not feel 

this is a way to exert immense power or influence from a ruler over his submissives but 

rather an example of what is expected in certain realms.  Are the school teachers and 

administrators in charge?  Absolutely.  However, it is not done with an ill-intent or a 

way to control or suppress a group of people.  Instead, they believe that school and 

Church settings are different than a nightclub or teen party.  Also, I have seen first-hand 

the commitment that the staff and district have in regards to caring for and recognizing 

the various cultures within the district.  The teachers and administrators are not overly 
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sensitive to poor language or different expectations.  Instead they are attempting to see 

both sides and allow their students to also see that there different cultures and norms 

depending on the situations.  Through various programs and a strong belief system in 

celebrating diversity, the teachers agree with Delpit in their recognition of cultural 

differences.  However, the educators also believe in a strong order as it applies to dress 

and behavior in a school setting.  Both Delpit and the educators realize the need for 

individuality and an opportunity for expression, especially as it applies to one’s personal 

culture. 

  As can be inferred from his long history within the city, the makeup of the student 

body has changed a great deal.  However, the expectations from him as a leader and 

subsequently the schools which he oversees has not.  He feels the schools are a teaching 

place where students can learn the norms and mores of certain social situations, in this 

case an educational setting.  There is a time and a place to wear tank tops and saggy 

jeans, this high school is not one of them.  In his eyes, it is clearly about respecting 

oneself and the institution of the school.  He believes strongly in this school system and 

will do what he believes is right for the benefit of the students.  Although some may see 

this, again, as power move to control students.  He sees it very differently; instead as 

way to prepare students for a successful future by dressing, acting, and performing in a 

way conducive to a school setting.  It is truly a dichotomy of two places, the city and the 

school.  As I rode around the city, the urban norms of dress is very apparent, but the 

school is exempt of this.  The school system has done a remarkable job in instituting 

expectations and the students have done a remarkable job in balancing their lives’ 

expectations between home and school.  The understanding of expectations within the 
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school setting is modelled from kindergarten through the high school.  All school 

employees model expected behaviors, dress, language, and respect amongst themselves 

and toward their students.  In return, the students understand that in the educational 

setting in which they attend, they have expectations and standards to which they must 

adhere.  Obviously, there are corrective measures in place to keep order and a positive 

learning environment as a top priority.  However, the employees, starting with the 

superintendent and administrators, are not blind to the community which they serve.  

They become much more “relaxed” in the expectations at community events outside of 

school, like the Homecoming Day Parade.  However, all school events help within the 

walls of the school, like the annual Christmas Concert, students are held to the school-day 

standard.  Also, the friendly nature and interactions among school personnel and 

community members, families, and students is a testament to the positive relationships 

between educators and their students and families. 

  Physical appearance. 

      The physical appearance of the buildings is also an important part of the pride in 

the schools.  One principal gushed with pride when he said, “We have the nicest 

frontage on Broadway (the street on which the school is located).”  “We have new 

walkways, great landscaping, new chrysanthemums,” he beamed.  I mentioned the 

overall impressive cleanliness and appearance to the high school principal and he said, “It 

better be clean or I am going to hear about it....that’s important to the superintendent...a 

priority.”  I asked why was it so important to the superintendent?  “He wants our kids 

to have the best of everything and that includes schools and appearance....he thinks it is 

very helpful in creating pride in the learning environment.”   Outside of the high school 
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is a large display of shrubs, professionally manicured with the letters of the high school 

and the mascot carved out of the shrubs, it is a work of art.  I asked the high school 

principal about this and he laughed, “You think it is nice now?  You should see it 

around Christmas when he has the art students decorate it with Christmas lights.”  He 

continued that he has received calls from citizens or alums flying into the neighboring 

airport and being able to see it from their plane as they land.  “It is another example of   

the pride that he has in our schools, in our city, and it rubs off on the students and 

faculty.”   The superintendent believes in making everything look good in order to 

promote a positive learning environment.  In defining urban schools, one of the 

descriptors was run-down buildings and unkempt classrooms, this is not occurring within 

this district.  At some level, it is a chance for him to show-off his district and his schools 

to the public, both in his city and those visiting.  On another level, he feels the overall 

atmosphere creates pride within a school community and aids in people wanting to go to 

school and learn.  He has great pride in his school district and creates atmospheres so 

others can feel the same pride.  Creating this sense of pride means everything is first-

class, from the teaching and learning to the landscaping and aesthetics of the buildings.  

  Traditional training for a superintendent of schools. 

      In terms of “leading by example”, one area which I think cannot be highlighted 

enough is the recent change in expectations or qualifications some districts are looking 

for in a superintendent.  I asked many people about this and the topic of trusting the 

leader because of his background and growth in the field of education was highlighted by 

many.  For example, the teacher that was interviewed now works in a district that hired 

a business manager as the superintendent of schools.  He has no classroom experience 
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and has never worked in a school, only in a school district.  In her words, “It was hard 

for me to believe he truly understands what we do every day as teachers---this is not a 

business with profit margins, we are educating kids.....there is a huge difference.”  

Another person directly pointed to trusting the superintendent because he “understands us 

and the job we do every day.”  As one principal explained, “He not only knows the 

community but he knows the job as principal as well....he lived it.  Yes it was a few 

years ago but he understands the relationships and day-to-day issues that a school has.”  

The principal continued, “I trust that he knows what goes into this occupation, as both a 

principal and a teacher and knows how hard it is...he doesn’t get rattled and supports us.”  

The superintendent has lofty expectations from his staff, but in turn, understands the 

difficulty of the job and supports his employees.  Having been in the same district for 

his entire career, and having been a teacher and administrator has helped him understand 

the day-to-day operations and needs of each person’s role in the district.  He knows the 

teachers are in the trenches and administrators are pressed daily in order to perform.  His 

expectations are high but so is his support due to his rise in the ranks of an urban public 

school system.  He truly appreciates and understands the difficulty of each job and 

expresses his support often. 

  The understanding of the jobs within a school district combined with his 

traditional training as an educator and his days as a college student preparing for his 

career, have greatly influenced his strongly held beliefs about the proper path to 

superintendency.  When asked about the recent trend of non-education people being 

hired by certain districts and quoted the recent movement in Texas to allow outsiders into 

the leadership role in school districts, the superintendent never wavered, “It’s hard for me 
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to see how someone that has no experience in education, doesn’t know teaching--and 

that’s more than curriculum, but it’s people and relationships and student 

involvement....they cannot be successful in this job.”  He continued, “There are so many 

facets to a typical day…..teacher issues, student issues, methods, strategies, family 

involvement…..it’s more than 2+2=4.”  Speaking from a perspective that perhaps he 

appreciates more than most, because he holds the town so near to his heart, he said, “If a 

father throws the mother off the front porch last night...and the boy doesn’t do his 

homework...is that the main issue?”  “That boy needs to be counseled and have a strong 

relationship with people in the school...homework is secondary, relationships and caring 

and trust...that is what will get that kid along.”  Clearly, the superintendent is 

referencing the many challenges that go into his current role in an urban and somewhat 

hectic environment.  This is not to infer that urban settings have more family problems 

than suburban settings but he has seen a change in his community and family issues taken 

on a larger role.  Over the many years that he has worked in education, the role of the 

school has changed from providing mostly education services to also serving as an 

extension of some social service agencies.  His firmly held “old school” beliefs coincide 

with this perspective.  Combining this with his genuine love of the community and 

understanding that schools are more than budgets and businesses, but have people and 

relationships influence his perspective.  Again, the many examples of him visiting 

employees who have been diagnosed with a serious illness, or a visit to a school to check 

on a student are highlighted by his employees in the interviews.  Seeing how businesses 

have a reputation of being cold and callous, only concerned about numbers and profits, 

have made him believe that those without experience in a school setting are not qualified 
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to run a school system the way he feels it should be run.  We will see more of his 

genuine care about the entire family and community in the next few pages.  However, it 

should be noted that he can lead by example, and be followed by his district, because of 

his growth through the ranks and experience from the bottom up.  

The Superintendent as Leader within the Community and Team Player 

      Most of the people interviewed stated that the political power and the 

superintendent’s relationships within the community were a very big part of his influence 

and ability to lead.  He embraces the position of superintendent and sees it as a leader 

not only in a school district but community-wide.  This really speaks to the evolution of 

the superintendent of schools over the years and  the history of the position that was 

referenced earlier.  Although most people interviewed see the “power” through recent 

eyes, the superintendent spoke to it as a long journey that has taken 26 years, and it 

wasn’t always an easy road.  “People see it (the school system) as a well-oiled machine 

in 2015 but it has taken us many years to get everything in place so that it can run 

smoothly, or at least as smoothly as it is today.” said the Superintendent.  He spoke of 

the ability of the superintendent to have much more power today than in the his earlier 

years because of the Massachusetts Reform Act of 1993, a law that allowed the 

superintendents to have the final say in many matters.  Both school committee members 

agreed, one more emphatically, “Ed. Reform really changed the game in education in 

Massachusetts.  It really gave a lot more power to the superintendent but it also added 

some accountability and removed the deadweight from the profession.” He continued by 

saying the MCAS (Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System, a standardized 

test used state wide) added pressure on school districts to perform.  “We could now look 
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at hard data and determine where we were, who was performing, and who wasn’t.....it has 

been a real game-changer.”  The other school committee member referred to the change 

in the law as creating a business -like model, “The superintendent is the CEO and we are 

the Board of Director, the overseers.”  In referencing the “business-like” model, the 

school committee member was speaking toward the change in the power at the top of the 

district.  Prior to this, the school committee had power over all hiring and firing of all 

employees and were much more involved in the day-today operations of the school 

functions.  Now, they simply have the power over the superintendent; acting as more of 

a board of directors and overseers than having true power in the district like they had 

before the legislation passed.  The superintendent agreed, “Really, under Ed. Reform, 

the school committee has no voice....I’ve had some people call me about certain people 

for certain jobs....they can’t do that.  I’ll decide who the principals will be, I’ll evaluate 

them, I’ll make the decisions for the district with the help of the school committee...but 

really the superintendent has the power.”  He, however, did say, “The school committee 

deals with and evaluates me...they are my boss...but we get along very well and they are a 

great group to deal with...again, they want to see results and place kids first.”  Chapter V 

will outline and highlight the changes that occurred under the Massachusetts Educational 

Reform Act of 1993 and see how it changed the history and role of the superintendent. 

      The term “accountability” was not only discussed as it pertained to the change in 

data being examined and through standardized test scores but also in every employee’s 

performance.  The Director of Curriculum spoke of accountability providing a sense of 

“pressure” to perform.  “I think people feel their jobs are on the line if we do not 

succeed, and to some extent they are right,” she ended.  The sense of letting the district 
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or “our students” down was a real sense for people in this district.  “Again, he wants our 

system to be the best in all that we do.....top of everything, and there is a sense of urgency 

to get there.”  Although not discussed in great detail, the pressure to perform or the high 

expectations from the superintendent was mentioned in passing a few times.  Both the 

high school principal’s pressure to keep the building meticulous and the teacher who 

spoke of her pressure to have perfect or near-perfect attendance touched on this topic.  

Although I do not feel it is a negative within the district, instead an expectation to live up 

to, I also feel not every person could work in this district.  The accountability and 

pressure to perform for some people may be an atmosphere that is unpleasant.  As I 

watched the superintendent during one athletic event, and witnessed his competitive 

nature, I understood his inner drive and genuine desire to be the best.  It is this drive that 

keeps him going strong well into his seventies and the motivation for accountability 

within the district. 

      As was aforementioned, the journey to where the district is today has not always 

been smooth and the superintendent has his critics and detractors, though fewer today 

than in the early years.  There have been other bumps in the road regarding his style and 

perceived power in the city.  Some people feel that he has too much power and has been 

in his leadership role for too long and would like to see a change as evidenced by some 

anonymous posts that have responded to local newspapers articles about the school 

district.  Also, according to the superintendent, some people have run for school 

committee seats or have persuaded others to run for seats in reaction to some of his 

appointments to positions in the district.  Years ago, he removed a principal from their 

position due to performance reasons and the following year, the principal’s good friend 
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ran for office trying to get back at the superintendent; the run was unsuccessful.  Other 

elected officials have tried to make a run at him and have him removed from his position 

over the years, but none recently.  “There was a mayor a few years back that was going 

to get me...there’s always someone that is going to get me.  He had some of his people 

run for school committee and a couple got elected.”  However the push to have change 

in the superintendency never got much traction and he has remained in office for years. 

From a mayoral perspective, there has been some concern who has more “power” or 

influence in the city.  However, with experience and over twenty-six years of 

establishing relationships running a city department, the superintendent has naturally 

made alliances that lead to this perception.  I think it is important to again highlight that 

his position is in his hometown and this has allowed him to have made lifelong 

friendships and partnerships enabling him to be trusted and influential.  “I think when 

people who don’t know get inside the system and see the great things we do, the great 

things the students and teachers do....they understand that the district is a good one.”  It 

should be noted that the mayor in this city is not a member of the school committee like 

many other districts.  Again, the current mayor is a very vocal supporter of the 

superintendent and school district. 

      Today’s mayor-superintendent relationship is “very good, a very good guy,” 

according to the superintendent.  The relationship with the school committee is also very 

strong according to both sides.  The superintendent feels, “The school committee is 

great, all great people...but it has evolved over time.”  The two members of the school 

committee that were interviewed shared the same view.  “We have a good 

committee....but we are not ‘yes’ men to him.  He is very good but there is discussion 
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about things that we may disagree with.”  And how does the superintendent take 

disagreements or people that vote in another direction?  “We have a discussion and 

voices are heard but pretty much we are all on the same page.”  The school committee 

members agreed, “We always decide with the kids best interest in mind.”  In a collective 

group such as the school committee, whose members total nine, it could be divisive at 

time regarding certain issues.  However, in this particular group, there seems to be 

consensus on issues and respectful discussion.  Again, I believe his years of experience 

and ability to create relationships have enabled this group to work together.  Also, there 

are many positive results taking place within the schools and are looked at as a boost for 

the community.  Therefore, in trusting the advice and suggestions of the superintendent, 

there is data to support his leadership. 

      His ability to relate to all political forces is clearly a strength according to the 

principals and teachers.  One principal described him as “politically astute.”  He 

continued, “This city is very political and he handles it with ease...he has created a 

powerful position because he has been here so long.”  Another principal commented that 

“he is a very powerful man in this city, maybe the most powerful.”  One side story was 

told that when a decision was being made on whether or not a casino was going to be 

allowed in the city, a very controversial and heated topic, Steve Wynn, the business 

mogul from Las Vegas and owner of the proposed casino, met with the superintendent for 

his political help.  Again, another example of his influence within the community and 

his ability to bring sides together for compromise.    

      The Director of Curriculum felt that his political “power” came by establishing 

relationships.  “He develops relationships and sees the district flourish...he loves this 
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city.”  “I wouldn’t say he is feared by other people but there is a sense of respect from 

other people in this community.” she said.  The teachers agreed, “He is all about setting 

the tone by getting to know people and caring about the city, the kids, the teachers, the 

district.”  This has not occurred over night but instead over a lengthy fifty year career in 

the same place.  He has been able to make connections with several factions of people 

and various stakeholders.  Many of the people that are in political positions in the city 

are from the city and attended the public schools while he was either a teacher, 

administrator or superintendent.  Very rarely are people elected to political positions as 

an outsider and therefore, the life-long connections with the superintendent and others 

have been greatly influenced by time.   

      Almost everyone that was interviewed spoke of the visibility and dedication the 

superintendent has to his job.  “It’s his life.” explained one person.  Observing him on 

several occasions, one particular observation showed his passion and love for success, the 

community and the students in his district.  The high school football program, a long 

and storied program that provides great pride within this urban district was playing on a 

Sunday afternoon at 1 PM in September at a neighboring parochial school.  It was a 

dichotomy of backgrounds; wealthy private school versus a blue collar and urban school 

district.  The superintendent was in attendance and dressed his trademark three-piece 

suit on a day that was going to be in the mid-70’s.  The school system was well-

represented as the numerous cheerleaders were getting ready, the band was playing, and 

the team was warming up.  The other side of the field was equally impressive but no 

band and no cheerleaders, but a very large and well-prepared team getting ready to play.  

As the coach gave his final words to the team, the superintendent then spoke to the 
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players and gave them a little pep talk.  After he left the sideline, he spoke to the 

cheerleaders, then the band, then sat in the bleachers for the first half.  The game did not 

go well and the team was being beaten in almost every facet.  This did not sit well with 

the superintendent who made his way to the halftime team meeting to voice his 

displeasure and urge the team to play harder. 

What the heck is going on out there?  Get a fire in your belly and let’s get going.  

You’re from ______ and no one from ________backs down.  We are tougher 

than anyone...don’t wait for the next guy to do it, you do it.  This half, we kick 

off....we are going to be like one big red and white wave down that field, knock 

them on their butts and when they get up, knock them down again, and again, 

until they don’t get up...and they quit.  Get angry boys.  Figure it out, it’s about 

toughness and we are tougher than anyone because of where we are from.  It’s 

about speed and desire, and we have both....let’s go. 

     The second half did not go any better than the first half and the fidgeting from the 

superintendent got worse.  There was obvious displeasure, not necessarily form the 

effort, but from the outcome; another example of the superintendent wanting to be the 

best at everything the school system does and today was not one of those days.  Today, 

they would lose and that was not acceptable.  Obviously this district does not win state 

titles in all sporting events, nor have the highest scores on national academic exams.  

However, the message that is being sent form the top is that they can achieve greatness, 

and maybe on some level expect greatness.  Some of this comes from his competitive 

nature, whether it is athletically or academically, he wants to win and wants his students 

to feel the accolades.  He celebrates successes throughout the district as evidenced by 
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the numerous student-recognition promotion events and moments in the schools.  

However, I did not see the downside, or the negative effects of the a district that strives 

for excellence.  The emphasis here should be seen as working toward being the best you 

can be and that is what is important to the superintendent and his staff.  A side note to 

this story that about ten weeks later, the same two teams met again in the first round of 

the state-wide playoffs.  This time the outcome was much different as an upset occurred.  

That week, while attending a school committee meeting, I witnessed the superintendent 

beaming over the students’ accomplishments and speaking of the soccer team, the awards 

accumulated by the students, and finally saying, “And how about the big win in football 

last Saturday by our team and the greatest coach in the state!!!!!!”   

      Another sign of his political clout appeared on the wall of the high school.  As I 

was sitting to interview the high school principal, the official program from the opening 

of the school in 2007 was framed and displayed on the wall.  Keeping in mind this is the 

opening of a large, urban, public high school in a city of just under 50,000 people.  The 

invite list showed not only the political clout but also the importance of the opening to the 

community as Senator Ted Kennedy, Senator John Kerry, the governor, the lieutenant 

governor and a list of politicians and business leaders were listed.  This was bigger than 

a simple opening.  It was important to the superintendent and he made it a big event in 

the city. 

Service Leadership: The Superintendent’s Role in Doing What is Best for 

Students/Alumni 

      Another theme that ran through the visits and interviews was the overwhelming 

belief of loyalty from the superintendent and “team” approach to his leadership.  “Every 
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person in this district is invested in its improvement and progression and we feel he 

supports us and is loyal.” said the Director of Curriculum.  The superintendent was very 

proud in providing the students the best opportunity to succeed.  “We must give them 

the tools to better themselves...we have a great faculty, great students, great principals.” 

he said.  “I believe in promoting all the good things we have in this district, and we have 

many great things.” beaming as the statement rolled off his tongue.  He was like a proud 

father speaking of his own children. 

      The evidence of this was clear in my first walk into the five-story high school.  

In the main lobby, a lobby that spans a few floors, were large poster size pictures of the 

2015 Salutatorian and Valedictorian; one attending Brown University and one attending 

University of Southern California.  Brown University is a short distance away but USC 

is a world away; geographically and socially.  A terrific end result example of the 

dreams and accomplishments for this urban school system.  Also hanging throughout 

the schools are large posters of senior athletes from all fall sports and activities, including 

band and cheerleaders.  The pride exudes from the promotion of the students. 

     I asked the superintendent about providing the best opportunity for the district and 

he did not shy away from the last list.  “We have the longest school day and the longest 

school year of anyone in the state....we educated longer and we are proud of that,” he 

said.  The mandatory school year in the state is 180 days, compared to the 189 days they 

are in session.  When asked how he accomplished this contractually, he simply replied, 

“I paid them to work the extra days.”  It should be noted, days have been added over 

years and it has gradually grown to 189 days.  “We were also the first school system to 
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add full-day kindergarten in the state.” Citing the need for it educationally and also as a 

way to help families with day care and providing a safe place for the children. 

      In looking at the results of comparable school districts throughout the state, the 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, lists the district 

being studied among the highest  in the “low income” category but among the highest in 

their test scores, graduation rate, and attendance; a fact that is not only highlighted but 

spoken about with great pride.  The genuine interest in the betterment of the students 

exudes from all; school committee and administrators alike.  When the Director of 

Curriculum presented at a school committee meeting about literacy she promoted 

“Family Literacy Month”, one of the school committee members asked if the material 

was going to be printed in several languages and would the translators be available the 

night of the big kickoff.  During the presentation the Director of Curriculum stressed the 

importance of promoting English and Native Language reading.  She played a video that 

was produced in the school district that highlighted several languages and cultures 

stating, “We want to promote their old and new culture equally.”  Again, an example of 

the entire community buying in to help everyone. 

      One of the teachers remembers his first year when there was a knock on his 

classroom door and the superintendent requested to see him and a student in the hallway.  

The student that was brought into the hallway was a stellar athlete in his freshmen year.  

The conversation went something like this according to the then first-year teacher, “I hear 

you are a very good student, great football and basketball player?”  The young man 

confidently nodded yes.  The superintendent unimpressed said to the student, “Well, you 

are here as a student first, remember that....academics and books first, then the other 
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stuff...do you understand?”  The young man responded, “Yes.”  The superintendent 

then looked at the teacher and said, “The first time he doesn’t do his homework or there 

is a lack of effort, call me and he won’t be playing anything.”  Turning to walk away, 

the superintendent smiled at the young teacher and said, “Have a great day.”   

      During a presentation at the school committee, the high school principal reported 

on state standardized test scores to show the progress the school district has made.  

There were two very interesting things that occurred during the meeting that reflected the 

leadership of the superintendent and his influence on the district.  The first was the 

progress of the high school test scores in comparison to the years past and the area school 

districts.  The state produces a list of about ten schools that each high should be 

compared to in order to get a fair and adequate comparison.  In other words, a district 

that has a high socio-economic status and 100% English speakers is not compared to a 

lower socio-economic district with a high amount of English language learners.  The 

second interesting part of the presentation involved the answer to a question from the 

school committee.  The question posed to the high school principal involved the class 

size ratio and space at the high school.  The school committee member noted that the 

ratio had increased and wondered why, “Is it a lack of faculty...do we need more teachers 

or is it a lack of space?”  The principal quickly said, “It is a lack of rooms...we are 

already almost too big for the new school, but it is never a lack of faculty members...we 

always get what we request from the superintendent.”  He truly supports the district 

through his actions and the actions are getting results through higher test scores and 

improvement over the last few years. 
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Summary 

  Following the interviews, observations, and document analysis, it has become 

clear that the school district being studied has very strong leadership at the superintendent 

position.  Through his experience and many years of service, hometown love and 

affiliations, and commitment to service, he has created a position that is both powerful 

and respected among the employees of the district and people that reside in the city.  

The way in which he leads has been by example, a strong work ethic that has created 

mutual respect among the employees, and a genuine belief in putting students first.  This 

style, though not perfect, has made a significant impact on the city in which he lives, 

works, and reveres.  The overall leadership style coupled with his ties to the community 

have not only allowed him to remain in the office of the superintendency for an extended 

time but also flourished in his role and influence among others.  Chapter Five will 

examine his leadership style as it relates to improving urban education and the length of 

stay among similar communities and superintendencies. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 The state of public education has been a front-page news story and a very large 

focus in our society.  Specifically, the need for quality schools in urban environments to 

increase the standardized test scores, increase the graduation rate, and provide young 

students with an opportunity to better the lives of its students has been a topic of 

discussion in recent years.  Examining the leadership styles of a long-serving urban 

superintendent through the use of a qualitative case study methodology, the following 

chapter will show the leader’s commitment to his district and how it has benefitted the 

district through his actions and leadership.  A deeper understanding of leadership styles 

was gained through observations, interviews, and document analysis.  The results were 

themes that will be examined and outlined, thus providing some conclusions for aspiring 

and current urban leaders: leading by example, commitment to and knowledge of 

community, and a sense of service leadership. 

Proposed Solution 

 Prior to the discussion of the proposed solution, I think it is valuable to outline the 

leadership styles that are evident in this case study.  The following are the implications 

for leadership theory and practice.  Leadership can appear in many forms and is an 

essential part of any organization.  Whether it be in the form of a transcendent, 

transformational, or transactional leader, different organizations are lead through various 

styles.  In this case, the superintendent combined two types of styles, transformational 

and transactional, to form his blended style of leadership.  As was noted, transcendent 

leadership is also described as servant leadership where the leader makes decisions based 
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on the good of the group as a “server.”  Transformational leaders are team builders and 

unifiers as they try to unite the group toward a common goal by bringing a group together 

through the valuing of their input and ideas.  This school system has seen a blended 

style used by the current superintendent who has been in office for over twenty-six years. 

 By making decisions based upon the best interest of the student with a deep 

compassion for the employees and families in the district, this superintendent clearly 

serves his constituents and stakeholders.  He sees his role and the schools as not only 

educational houses but also second homes for social growth and support.  The district is 

urban and has social issues that are a part of their daily existence.  With a high 

percentage of students that receive free and reduced lunch, are from single parent homes, 

and are English Language Learners, this community now depends upon the schools for 

more than teaching the core subjects but also for social skills and support necessary for 

life’s survival.  The superintendent knows the importance of this and serves the 

community as whole in addition to the school district.  This is supported through the 

many programs within the school district as well as his rationale for a longer-than-

average school day and school year, “If the kids are in school, I know they are in a safe 

place and getting the necessary food and support to be healthy.” 

 The blended leadership also shows the transformational style by his team building 

and “we” attitude with the stakeholders.  Although the superintendent is in charge and is 

the main figurehead, he thrives in getting all of his team together for input and 

suggestions.  His principals and teachers feel part of the process when developing 

programs and supported when offering their ideas.  Whether it be his highly acclaimed 

Christmas Concert or the championship athletic teams, the faculty feels empowered and 
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supported for their successes. As one school committee member reported, “He values the 

input of others and knows he does not have all the answers…..we all work together 

toward a common goal and he surrounds himself with others that accent his many 

talents.” 

 In gaining a deeper understanding and documenting the leadership styles of this 

urban superintendent, several areas which have made this particular superintendent 

effective were revealed.  The term effective is being used in relation to years of service 

and programs implemented. Further, it is based on interviews with the superintendent as 

well as interviews with nine people that have had direct interactions with him as a leader.  

Above all, five characteristics emerged from the research and should be considered when 

leading an urban school district.  I think it is also relevant to include these characteristics 

when deciding on whether or not to follow a career path that may lead someone to an 

urban superintendency.  Finally, I also believe these characteristics should be considered 

when a school board interviews and decides on a superintendent of schools in an urban 

district.  They are: 

1)  Know the community- In all the interviews with the superintendent and the others 

involved in the research, the concept of “knowing the community” was discussed as a 

major success point for the superintendent.  The ideal of the current model 

superintendent is one who communicates strongly, build relationships, and 

demonstrate political acumen (Glass, 2005).  If state and district leaders have done 

their jobs, if the vision and desired outcomes are clear and the necessary supports are 

in place, then the superintendent, principal and teachers can begin to design and 

implement solutions tailored to the unique needs of their own students and 
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communities (Bottoms & Schmidt-Davis, 2010).  By understanding a community’s 

unique needs, the superintendent can lead his staff to accomplish initiatives that are 

district specific. As was noted, the superintendent has only worked in one district in 

his life and also grew up in this community thus he understands and knows the unique 

needs of this district.  He has a strong sense of who the stakeholders are in the 

community and what the specific needs are of this community.  For others hoping to 

lead districts, knowing the community members, stakeholders, power-players, and 

influencers aid in getting things done.  Whether it is a budget request, need for a new 

building or program, or simply trying to garner support for a new initiative, knowing 

and understanding the community is a key trait of good leadership.  Also, putting 

forth initiatives that are truly needed in the community and will hopefully produce 

successful results will have lasting effects in terms of “proving” one’s competence and 

leadership.   

  Also in this category of knowing the community is a subsection regarding doing 

“what is best for the students.”  This term should be defined more clearly as it pertains 

to this particular study.  Although some may argue that all teachers and educators do 

what is best for students or in the students’ best interest, I think this term, as it pertains to 

this school superintendent takes on a larger meaning.  His decisions are not only based 

on data, test scores, and research, but also an unmatched pulse on the community.  

Having resided and worked in the same city may be a negative for some critics as they 

may feel that his views are limited to this lone community, I saw the decision making, 

and “best interest of the students” through the superintendents eyes and actions.  He 

does not simply make the easy decision or the popular decision, he does what he thinks is 
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best for the students; both on an individual and collective basis.  Longer school days, 

promotion of all events, and remedial programs to help students score higher on state-

mandated standardized tests are a few of the decisions he makes for the betterment of the 

students.  However, it is his human touch and personalization that allows him to have a 

pulse on the community.  He does not lead from a distance, but knows his students and 

subsequently is confident in doing what he feels is best for them. 

  At a time when budgets, funding, and spending are a top concern, this 

superintendent rejects the idea of business models for his district and continues to 

prioritize education.  This is not to say that other superintendents do not value education 

or think about students when making decisions however, it is clear that this 

superintendent’s driving force in his decision making is not money, but the interest of his 

students.  Recently, the addition of free dinner, the district now serves all three meals at 

schools, for those staying late is another great example.  Although much of the program 

is federally funded, there is an added cost to the district.  Never wavering when the 

decision was being made, he stated, “If our students need this, let’s make it work.”   

2) Self-Confidence- (Also referred to as a strong personality).   According to a new 

study in 2016 the key to a successful, creative leader is confidence (Huang, Krasikova, 

& Liu, 2016).  In fact, a review by Alexander Stajkovic and Fred Luthans (1998) of 

empirical research studies of perceived self-efficacy (the academician’s term for self-

confidence) has found that increased self-confidence can translate into significant 

performance improvements. School district leaders in urban environments face unique 

challenges; not only from an educational perspective but also from a social 

perspective.  School leaders are faced with raising test scores as well and providing 
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social environments and supports allowing kids to succeed.  Urban environments, due 

to the socio-economic factors as well as the social issues, have pressures to educate as 

well as support their students in a variety of ways.  Included in this are the sometimes 

role of parent, social agency, and provider of counseling, home support, and language 

acquisition skills.  The leader must realize that in wearing so many hats, they are 

going to receive criticism from various groups and must be confident in their decision 

making.  Believing that what they are doing is the best for the district, the leader must 

be able to stand strong in the face of criticism and conflict.  Having the strength and 

conviction in themselves, and knowing that through data, training, and experience, 

they have the best information for difficult decisions.  However, knowing that no one 

is perfect and that mistakes will be made, they must be prepared to stand strong and 

admit when something fails.  Leadership theories include self-confidence as one of 

the variables leading to effective leadership (Hollenback & Hall, 2004).  This strong 

character trait of self-confidence will emerge during both successes and failures. 

3) Professionalism- Referred to by one interviewee as “looking the part”, it goes beyond 

looking the part but actually being a consummate professional at all times.  Speaking 

with great passion, dressing well, and having a priority of providing the necessary 

environment to the district was highlighted throughout the research.  Not only does 

the leader need to be seen as the leader thorough their clothing and outward 

appearance, but they must also create a setting conducive to students wanting to go to 

school and staff wanting to go to work.  In 2003, Judyth Sachs developed two terms 

of professionalism in the teaching profession, “old professionalism” and “new 

professionalism.”  Although several differences between “old” and “new,” the 
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biggest one as it pertains to this study is the internal versus external regulation; 

meaning that the “old professionalism” is influenced and controlled by administrators 

and “new professionalism” is self-motivated and controlled by the teachers.  More 

specifically, teachers are monitored by their administrators in terms of the consistency 

between their performance and the standards set forth (Sachs, 2003).  In this case, the 

superintendent adheres to the “old professionalism” and does set forth an expectation 

from the top down.  He has truly adhered to the previously mentioned old school set 

of values and professionalism, especially as it pertains to dress.  He is dressed in a 

suit every day and expects his colleagues to “dress the part” each day.  Three broad 

areas of professionalism cover a wide range of behaviors and characteristics that 

should be demonstrated in the lives of teachers, from being on time and dressed neatly 

to understanding the learning theories to clearly communicating with colleagues, 

parents, and students (Kramer, 2003).  From my observations and interviews, all 

three are a high priority in the school district that was studied; however, the most 

visible was the professional dress of the teachers.  The men all wore ties and the 

majority of the women were in skirts or dresses, although all were professionally 

dressed. 

  Also included in the professionalism discussion is the need to keep a clean and 

orderly school, especially in an inner-city school.  Urban environments are notorious for 

dilapidated buildings and classrooms that are not inviting for students or staff.  Although 

the word dilapidated might conjure up broken windows, crumbling buildings, and poorly 

landscaped areas, this may be extreme in some urban environments.  However, in my 

study, the buildings, landscaping, and cleanliness of the buildings within this district is on 



98 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

the other extreme.  Recently, I toured four urban school districts that border this 

particular city.  Without question, the school district being studied is much cleaner, 

newer, and appealing to the eye; a fact in which this superintendent takes great pride.  

Although the area schools were by no means dilapidated, not having broken windows or 

appearing abandoned, they paled in comparison to the buildings in the district being 

studied.  The area schools looked older, unkempt and appeared to lack the attention to 

detail that the neighboring schools looked like.  By creating a healthy and professional 

setting, the belief of success following is very accurate.  The Philip R. Lee Institute for 

Health Policy Studies (2010) reviewed the condition of schools and achievement in 

California.  In student studies, student health was directly related to the condition of the 

school buildings and student achievement.  In addition, student health was directly 

related to attendance and dropout rates, according to the same report.   

4) Work Ethic- Although being at your office by 5:15 AM and attending every, and I do 

mean every, district event may be an extreme example, this is the baseline and 

expectation created by the superintendent in this case study.  By being the hardest 

worker in the district, everyone else understands the expectation and strives for 

excellence.  The long hours and commitment to the district create a sense of pride in 

the district and community where people know that they are “getting their money’s 

worth” from their tax dollars.  He does not seek, as some business people might, a 

higher salary that matches his time investment and years of leadership.  Instead he 

sees this as the only way to improve education and a necessary part of being an 

educator.  Whether it be an eighth grade graduation, a girls’ basketball game, or the 

Christmas Concert, attending and showing a genuine interest in the district is 
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important.  Long hours pay large dividends.  The leader’s work ethic was also a 

great example of setting the tone as one of his administrator’s said to me, “He doesn’t 

ask you to do anything that he doesn’t do.”  However, I do feel that for some people, 

a single parent, or a person with a second job or a family, this expectation may be 

unreasonable to put in many hours without necessary financial compensation.  This 

superintendent, however, has truly immersed himself into this career.  Some may 

argue that there is a lack of balance in his life however, this is the vocation he has 

chosen and it works for him.  You will achieve greatness only through an enormous 

amount of hard work over many years. And not just any hard work, but work of a 

particular type that's demanding and painful (Colvin, 2006).   

5) Sense of Service to the students, staff, district, and community- “I always make a 

decision on what is best for the student,” was repeated to me several times in the 

interview.  From hiring former students so they can be employed in the education 

field to helping families at difficult times, this school system, under the direct 

leadership of its superintendent is committed to service.  It is an unselfish approach 

that truly unifies all other qualities; having the confidence, strength, and work ethic to 

understand that you are doing for the good of the community and you do not need the 

accolades as you truly understand what you are doing is the right thing to do. Phillips 

& Phillips (2007) believe any conception of the superintendency must be relationship-

centered, focusing on how leaders demonstrate vision and initiative through the 

involvement of stakeholders, the fostering of teamwork, and the building of strong 

relationships. The American Association of School Administrators (2007) agrees and 

adds that the superintendent, like principals, must also demonstrate a keen 
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understanding of teaching, learning and what works for students.  This superintendent 

believes in service to his students and doing ‘what works for them.” 

 By combing the five elements of knowing the community, self-confidence, 

professionalism, a strong work-ethic, and a sense of service enables someone to 

understand successful leadership of a school district and see if they feel they have the 

necessary skills for this position.  It is also used for a school board or committee in 

determining the skills needed for such a position.  Although each school district is 

unique and the specific needs for each hire vary, this case study provided a solid base for 

a leader within an urban environment, although I also feel they can be used universally.  

In conducting research regarding school districts, there is limited data on long-serving 

urban superintendents but a vast amount of leadership research.  Zenger and Folkman 

(2014) published research in the Harvard Business Review citing 10 traits of innovative 

leaders and although the terms may be different, the themes were all in the same realm.  

For example, they used the term fearless loyalty and it described a closeness to the term 

self-confidence; both describing taking chances and believing in what you were doing.  

Another example in the Zenger and Folkman study discussed customer service and 

described knowing the customer, in our case it paralleled knowing the community.  

Whether it is leadership in the business world or public sector, like school 

superintendents, the five traits we outlined are broadly discussed and agreed upon by 

Zenger and Folkman.   

Support for the Solution 

 Often times, a nationwide search overlooks an easier solution, hiring locally.  

Following extensive interviews with both the superintendent and the nine other 



101 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

participants, it has become very evident that the five aforementioned characteristics are 

integral in leading this particular urban school system; however, it is not a stretch to 

apply this to other urban educational settings.  Knowing the district and the “players” as 

they were referred to by a couple of the interviewees was a valuable and necessary 

component to leadership.  This superintendent is in his 50th year in the district and 

knows the community, neighborhoods, families, streets, changes and differences in the 

city.  Every person interviewed discussed that the length of stay has helped him 

establish his trust and community’s confidence.  Understanding that this is the “chicken 

and egg” discussion, knowing the community comes with years of service and through 

years of service one begins to understand and know the community.  However, it should 

also be noted that this superintendent grew up in the city and is a hometown guy, 

personally and professionally.  Research also suggests that time in a school system, not 

only for a superintendent but for principals and teachers as well, is needed for raising 

student performance.  Experienced teachers are, on average, more effective at raising 

student performance than those in their early years of teaching (Kain, Rivken & 

Hanushek, 2004). 

 Also the recent trend of nationwide searches to find school district leaders has not 

produced the staying power that was hoped for.  Worcester, Massachusetts is the latest 

urban community that has had a discussion between the need for a nationwide search and 

choosing a leader with local ties that “understands the community.”  “Can we finally say 

that going on a nationwide search and choosing someone that has never been to 

Worcester, flies across the country for an interview, woos us in the process, then leaves 

us in the lurch three years from now is not the best solution for our school system?” 
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(Worcester Telegram, January 26, 2016).  Just three weeks after that appeared in the 

local newspaper, the Worcester Public Schools stayed within the district and appointed a 

high school principal, Maureen Binienda, as its next superintendent.  She is from 

Worcester and has over 40 years of experience in the district.  Ironically in addition to 

her being a homegrown product, the comments from the school committee members 

echoed the findings of this paper.   School board members pointed to that history with 

the city, as well as her achievements as Principal at Worcester South High and her 

distinctly passionate and enthusiastic approach to her work, in explaining their selection 

of Ms. Binienda for superintendent. Committee member John Monfredo said he was 

looking for a leader who is “not afraid of hard work,” someone who “puts children first, 

and will fight for the resources to make our system work. “That person is Maureen 

Binienda,” he said (Worcester Telegram, March 15, 2016). 

 Confidence and strong personality has worked for the superintendent in this 

research project.  Again, this is not to say that this form of leadership is a panacea in all 

communities but I do think other leaders can learn from his confidence and conviction in 

making decisions.  With the students’ best interest in mind, while knowing what is best 

for the community, this superintendent has made decisions that are supported through 

data and evidence.  A great example is his refusal to make a shift from neighborhood K-

8 schools to traditional middle schools that serve grades 6-8.  Although less expensive 

and certainly more common these days, he recognizes the social needs of his district feels 

this outweighs the transition.  Again, he knows his community and even in the face of 

suggestion leads with conviction and strength.   
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 By working hard and being professional, he has gained the respect of his 

stakeholders.  There are critics and those that disagree but understand his perspective 

and his commitment to the district.  Joe Paterno, longtime football coach at Penn State 

University once said, “People don’t mind not getting their way but they mind not getting 

their say.”  This superintendent is able to listen, gather input, and make his well-

informed decisions while relying on the assembled leadership team of central office staff 

and administrators for input.  However, as he also stated, the final decisions rest with 

him and he feels experienced and educated enough to make sound decisions for the 

betterment of the district. 

 Finally, acting in the public sector, he leads with service as his driving force.  On 

several occasions during the interviews he repeated to me that he will make a decision 

based on what is “best for the kids.”  He conveyed a situation, similar to ones that 

educators face daily, regarding issues between students and teachers.  Although 

supportive for the job his staff does every day, he ensures that if there are decisions to be 

made he makes sure that the students’ needs are met and tries his best to help the teacher 

move in that direction.   

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

School Boards 

 The school board is a major stakeholder in the success of a school district and 

plays a vital role in the relationship between the school superintendent and the district.   

Several studies have examined the dynamic between superintendents and school boards, 

and most conclude that a positive relationship between these two parties ultimately drives 

the successful governance of a district (Cooper, Cibulka, & Fusarelli, 2008).  The 
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importance of this relationship can begin as early as the hiring and interview process for a 

new superintendent.  Within this context, it is important to note that scholars and 

practitioners alike believe that one of the most important tasks of any school board is the 

hiring of a superintendent of schools to assist the board in the conduct of its business, and 

also to direct the day to day operations of the school district (Carter & Cunningham, 

1997; Cox & Malone, 2003; Hoyle, Bjork, Collier, & Glass, 2005; Norton, Webb, 

Dlugash, & Sybouts, 2006).  When hiring a school superintendent it is imperative that 

the school board weighs all the factors that are going to ensure a successful match 

between the candidate and the school district.  In discussing this with a superintendent 

that served in an area district, she relayed her professional story, stating that she was fired 

in one school district but hired in one fifteen miles away.  Although she stated that at the 

time it was hurtful, in retrospect, it was simply not a “good match.”  However, her new 

district was a great fit and one in which she served for twelve years and from which she 

subsequently retired.  Too often, as we have seen, the school board embarks on a 

nationwide search, or fails to research the candidate enough to ensure a good fit.  Both 

the candidate and the district must be educated in understanding what each side needs and 

brings to the table. 

 Another important role the school board has is support and patience in its 

relationship with the superintendent.  Education is a fluid process and there are going to 

be mistakes or missteps taken, as in most organizations.  Being able to stem the tide and 

learn from these mistakes as they make decisions that are good for the district is an 

important skill.  All stakeholders being on the same page was a statement that was 

repeated through numerous interviews during the research.  Research suggests that 
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communication is essential in making sure that both parties, superintendent and school 

board, are on the same page.  Research on the dynamics between superintendents and 

school boards unanimously agrees that effective communication contributes significantly 

to successful governance. Peterson and Short (2001) argue that a superintendent/board 

relationship built on strong communication skills influences school board decision-

making more than any other factor.  

Teachers Unions 

 Teachers and subsequently unions can be a great resource but can also serve as an 

impediment in some districts.  A 1998 Gallup Poll asked whether teachers’ unions 

helped, hurt, or made no difference in the quality of education in the U.S. public schools. 

Twenty-seven percent responded that unions helped, twenty-six percent that they hurt, 

and thirty-seven percent that they made no difference, while ten percent said they did not 

know (Rose and Gallup, 1998).  Unfortunately, at times, the teachers union has 

prioritized five areas that are about saving the union and their rights rather than moving 

education and student achievement forward; (1) raising their members’ wages, (2) 

growing their membership, (3) increasing the share of the public school labor force that 

they represent, (4) precluding pay based on performance or aptitude, and (5) minimizing 

competition from nonunion shops (Coulson, 2010).  It is no surprise that some states 

have moved in a direction to decrease the power of teachers unions.  The relationship 

between the superintendent and unions can be an essential component for the success of a 

district and the superintendent’s overall strategic plan.  In recent years, rigorous studies 

have shown that effective public schools are built on strong collaborative relationships 

between administrators and teachers (Anrig, 2014).  In the district that was studied, the 
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superintendent has length of the school day and the length of the school year 

significantly.  However, rather than simply adding time without commensurate 

compensation, the superintendent met with the unions and agreed that adding a school 

day would involve adding a per diem to their salary.  Therefore, rather than having an 

adversarial back and forth with the teachers unions, they were informed, compensated, 

and treated fairly; thus in this example the teachers union voted in favor of change. 

 However, not every superintendent-teacher’s union relationship is positive.  In 

many districts the unions are a powerful group and can eventually lead to the downfall of 

a superintendent and their ability to lead.  Again, the communication between the two 

must be respectful and transparent.  If changes are put into place, whether they be a 

longer school day or a change that directly affects teachers, the two sides must agree and 

have an open dialogue about the change.  By being a proactive communicator, the 

superintendent builds trust, provides actionable guidance on personnel and programs 

he/she supervises, and demonstrates responsiveness to situations that arise (McCullough, 

2009).  The superintendent that was studied has obviously had his challenges during his 

26 year tenure, but he has learned that open communication and compromise is a way 

toward progress.   

Finances/Budget 

A budget can impede the necessary steps for a superintendent’s programs to be 

implemented and in turn affect their ability to lead.  The control over the budget for a 

school district can come from many sources.  In Massachusetts’ cities it comes from a 

budget prepared by the mayor and city councils.  In a dichotomy of priorities, two 

communities that I am most familiar with have very differing views on spending within 
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their respective communities.  The district in which I work receives the state minimum 

per-pupil spending each year while the district that was researched receives a much 

higher amount per pupil expenditure each year.  When asked why to the superintendent, 

he simply said, “They value education in this city...it all starts there.”  However, I think 

it goes a bit deeper than that as the superintendent’s leadership has allowed himself the 

ability to establish relationships with politicians that control the budget.  These 

relationships have enabled him to help others see education as a priority and then receive 

a substantial amount of funding to help the schools establish programs and continue on a 

path he has set forth.  In turn, however, the community sees the results that a strong 

urban school system can produce with terrific programs, strong standardized test scores, 

and hard work. 

Policies Influenced/Influencing the Proposed Solution   

 Although there are few policies that specifically affect the hiring of a 

superintendent, there are some mandated qualifications that must be met in order to be 

eligible for the position.  The decision on these qualifications rests within each states’ 

governing body.  In Massachusetts a superintendent of schools must have completed a 

superintendent’s licensure program.  Within this program are courses that prepare 

someone for the job, a practicum that allows the candidate hands-on preparation for this 

educational leadership post, and some experience working within a school district setting.    

Among the courses recommended for superintendent programs are those in the following 

areas: Education Law, Human Resources, Theories of Leadership, Research Design and 

Methods, Data Analysis, Educational Funding and Budget Creation, 

Superintendent/School Board Relations, and Instructional Leadership (Massachusetts 



108 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education).  In addition to the coursework 

and practicum, there is a basic reading and writing test that all educators in the state must 

pass in order to be certified in any role in a school; this test is called the MTEL or 

Massachusetts Tests for Educator Licensure.   

 Local policies that set guidelines for certain criteria when hiring a superintendent 

may also limit the candidates a certain district receives. For example, some districts 

require candidates to have their doctorate while others simply prefer it.  Also, some 

districts prefer that they have school or classroom experience, or have had certain roles in 

a district prior to gaining the top spot.  These are all policies set forth at the local level 

but may also limit the candidate pool when an opening occurs.   The reality is that a 

policy serves that particular school board at that particular time and ignores the true 

complexities of the hiring process.  Different approaches and varying policies do not 

serve to guarantee the best candidate but instead, only one that meets the qualifications 

set forth by the school board.to this process. 

 However, once a person is hired as a superintendent, there are specific district 

policies in place that may guide the role of a superintendent in that particular district.  

As was referred to in the previous chapter, Massachusetts enacted the Massachusetts 

Education Reform Act of 1993, which in essence, gave the superintendent more power in 

the school district.  Although this law enabled superintendents to run their school district 

and removed day-to-day powers from the school committee, the superintendent now 

answers to the school committee more than ever.  As one superintendent said to me, 

“Although we have more power, we also have more responsibility and receive more 

criticism when things go wrong.”   
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 These policies may be looked at two ways; they may limit the superintendent or 

they may empower the superintendent.  For example, if a superintendent wants to 

maintain neighborhood K-8 schools, as in the case of our current research, but the school 

committee decides that they think a more traditional 6-8 middle school concept is best for 

their city, a division could occur.  However, the superintendent may have the final say in 

running the district, and in this example maintaining K-8 schools, but can be removed 

from his position by the school committee.  It is also notable that in my observations 

and experience, different school committees exert various amounts of power and 

influence in their respective districts.  Some are very involved in the daily operations of 

the school district, even if simply acting as advisors while others are much more passive 

and are rarely heard from.  However, as we have seen throughout this research a strong 

working relationship between the school committee and superintendent is essential for 

success in the district.  

Potential Barriers and Obstacles to Proposed Solution  

 Public education can face potential barriers on a daily basis.  From unions and 

budgetary restrictions to mandates and political pressure, leaders in school districts must 

juggle many relationships in order to succeed.  However, the success of the leadership 

may lie within the superintendent as they must have the interpersonal skills in order to be 

able to manage all of the factions and stakeholders’ needs while still keeping the district 

moving forward.  Three of the largest obstacles that face many superintendents are 

teachers unions, standardized test scores/progress of the district, and budgetary 

constraints.  Although this superintendent has had a strong and positive relationship 

with the unions in the district, it has not always been like this nor is it commonplace in 
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most superintendencies.  He faced great opposition from the hiring school board twenty-

six years ago and has faced some opposition since then; but as a whole he has been able 

to lead them and work with them in a much more productive manner than most 

superintendents.  In this section, school boards are listed as a potential barrier rather 

than barrier with this superintendent to emphasize the atypical nature of his relationship. 

The standards-based movement of this era has placed a large emphasis on district scores 

and improvement while funding and prioritizing a budget is a yearly battle. 

Teachers Unions 

 In many districts, a strong teachers’ union can be very problematic for the school 

leadership.  In order to maintain a strong relationship with the leadership and union, the 

superintendent must weigh all options and be willing to see both sides of issues.  In the 

end, it is the ability of a superintendent to be able to work with the union and its members 

to do what is best for the students and the district.  Being able to convey this, without 

sacrificing the union, is essential in establishing this relationship.  For example, in the 

district being studied, the schools are in session 189 days per year; nine days more than 

the state requirement and longer than any other school system in the state of 

Massachusetts.  I asked why he, the superintendent, continuously adds days to the 

school year and how he accomplishes this task.  He reasoned that the students in the 

district need more time in school to achieve certain learning targets due to several factors; 

many of which revolve around the socio-economic and language barriers in place.  He 

also said that socially, if the students are in school, they are in a safe place and receiving 

two meals.  Obviously the question of how he got the union to support this was asked.  

His answer was very matter of fact and, quite frankly, made sense more than one can 
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imagine.  “If I added a school day to the school year, I paid the employees the 

percentage...if you work an extra day, we pay you for your extra day.....no one expects 

anyone to work for free.”  This is common sense at its core. 

Standardized Test Scores/Progress of a District 

 Other resistance may come from the need to improve test scores on the state level.  

Under the Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993, the state instituted a testing 

system, Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System or MCAS, that required all 

schools to meet certain baseline levels of achievement.  This has held school districts 

accountable and put the districts achievement front and center.  It is not uncommon for 

media outlets, especially newspapers, to highlight high-achieving as well as low-

achieving schools and comparing them to neighboring communities.  The heavy 

emphasis on test scores, can prohibit the movement of some initiatives within schools as 

this has turned into a very political and high priority issue.  Realizing that educated 

children and academics are the priority of every school district, standardized tests scores 

have now put a hard number on these results.  No longer are schools simply looking at 

grades or graduation rates, but instead, they are being compared to other schools in the 

state.  The result is that heavy emphasis and pressure from many stakeholders is on the 

MCAS scores and the progress from year to year.  Being a leader of school system that 

does not meet these improvements can be a very divisive topic among stakeholders, 

parents, teachers, and ultimately affect the superintendent’s effectiveness. 

Financial/Budget Issues Related to Proposed Solution  

 Financial concerns are consistently involved in most decisions in the public 

sector.  However, as in most school districts the budget and finances are the driving 
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force behind many decisions; subsequently this affects the leadership of the 

superintendent of schools.  Although this can be viewed by many as a top concern, or a 

reason to bemoan the difficulties facing a district, the superintendent being studied admits 

it is all in the approach, “We can always use more money…..but what we get is what we 

get...and we must do the best with our resources.”  He has learned to prioritize and 

spread the wealth among all programs in the school district.  Although he realizes that 

academics are the top-priority he also understands the need for co-curricular activities 

such as athletics, music, theater, and the arts to motivate students and make them whole.  

Balancing this is where the “limitation” or elasticity of decision making can occur.  

When leading a district, he does not allow money be the reason for cuts or decisions but 

instead finds as many creative solutions as possible to never cut programs, admitting that 

sometimes they do need to be scaled back but rarely eliminated.  Again, seeing the big 

picture and being able to convey that to all the stakeholders makes a possible limitation 

an opportunity to lead. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 There may not be a “solution” to the overall leadership style outlined in this 

paper.  This case study enabled me to conduct research that highlighted one leader’s 

style in an urban school district.  The statistic that urban superintendent’s tenure lasts, 

on average, 3.2 years can be alarming to both districts and superintendents alike.  

However, after analyzing the style and makeup of this leader, districts may get a better 

understanding of how he has been successful.  When interviewing candidates for the top 

educational position in an urban district, several factors should be taken into account 

before the process begins.  When formulating a committee, it would be best to have an 
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open and frank discussion about the type of candidate they are looking for and what is 

best for the district.  Like the leader who conducts his contract negotiations in public, 

any superintendent search committee should be transparent in their needs for a leader.  

The qualities that have been outlined in this chapter would be a good starting and focal 

point for dialogue among committee members.  Obviously the need for a strong leader 

and a good match is vital in any organization but understanding the district and knowing 

the community is a great place to start. 

 Earlier in this chapter, the debate regarding a nationwide search versus an internal 

search was introduced.  Although both sides can produce valuable points, knowing the 

community and the “players”, and the agendas of all members in the community is 

essential in a leader’s success and staying power.  In February of 2008, the National 

School Public Relations Association produced an article entitled, “Eleven Tips for Savvy 

Superintendents” that stated,  

 Superintendents might as well face the fact that reaching their goals  

 ultimately depends on their communities. Without the support of  

 community members, superintendents cannot succeed. Every community  

 has a wide variety of stakeholders who share attitudes, talk with one another  

 about ideas and concerns, and ultimately determine the fate of schools.   

If, in fact, a search committee decides on an outside candidate, both sides must 

understand there is most likely going to be a learning curve and be patient in the 

relationships needing to be built.  As was shown, sometimes the best candidates are the 

ones within our own district. 
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 Finally, I would argue that many school districts do not prepare for the next leader 

to assume power.  Surprisingly, many organizations lack a proper succession plan, 

according to Paul Cantor in his January/February 2005 article “Succession Planning:  

Often Requested, Rarely Delivered” that appeared in Ivey Business Journal. Whether it 

be at the school level where assistant principals are not prepped to be the principal, many 

school districts do not ready the next person in line for leadership.  Too often the 

succession planning is not put into place in an effective manner.  Whether it is due to the 

leader being threatened by a strong mentee or simply not planning for the future, this 

should be done in order to create a smooth transition in the time of change.  In the 

school district that I have worked for the past nineteen years, there has been eight 

superintendents; only one was appointed from within and it was an interim while a search 

was conducted.  I also examined seven area school districts in my region and all seven 

current superintendents came from outside the districts.  Often times, an external 

candidate is more exciting and promising (Miles, 2009). 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

Superintendent/Educational Leader’s Role in Implementing the Proposed Solution 

 First and foremost, educational leaders must take a reflective look inside and 

decide whether or not they are truly designed to be school superintendents, and in this 

case specifically, urban superintendents.  As was discussed, school leaders must have a 

sense of confidence, knowledge about educational policy and practice, interpersonal 

skills, a strong work ethic, and in many instances be able the handle the stresses and 

oftentimes criticisms of the job.  By reflecting and being honest with themselves, these 

educational leaders may prevent any missteps in the careers and any poor hirings by a 
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school district.  However, if they feel they are ready for a superintendency and are 

prepared for this position, reflection can enable them to have a very positive and 

successful career. 

 Once appointed superintendent, they must then “flex” their leadership skills and 

styles to make the partnership work.  Although in this case study, the superintendent 

used various leadership styles and techniques to accomplish his goals, there is not set 

equation for success.  Each leader has their own style and must understand the situation, 

variety of community stakeholders, and needs of the district.  Flexibility with 

confidence in decision making will enhance all leaders within this difficult profession. 

Building Support for the Proposed Solution 

School Board 

 In most cases, the hiring of a school superintendent rests solely in the hands of the 

school board.  Determining the necessary skills needed for a strong educational leader 

and subsequent fit for the district is essential as the hiring process unfolds.  By 

understanding the needs of the district as well as the unique personality and qualifications 

that each candidate possesses can make a school district transition smoothly under new 

leadership.  However, the support and understanding cannot end following the 

appointment.  As with any organization, challenges and difficult times arise and the 

school board must work with the superintendent not against the superintendent.   

 By understanding that the leadership within a school system is a partnership 

among between the superintendent and the school board will allow both sides to work 

together for the betterment of the district.  In most cases, voters who want the best 

school system for their community have entrusted these elected officials.  Working with 
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the school superintendent, trusting in their expertise, and knowing what is best for a 

district will enable strong decisions to be made.  As the superintendent being studied 

said, “Make all decisions with the students’ best interest in mind and you cannot go 

wrong.” 

School District Employees 

 Although it was tempting to put this section under the heading of “Teachers 

Union,” I think it goes well beyond the union and encompasses all employees of the 

district to have a successful district.  Teachers, custodians, secretaries, 

paraprofessionals, sides, and cafeteria workers all share important responsibilities within 

the district and must work together to create a harmonious learning atmosphere.  At the 

center of this is the relationship and environment created by the superintendent as the 

district leader.  Each subset of the district employees must be valued and treated with 

the same respect as the next group.   

 Whether it is through improving working conditions, or through rewarding 

employees through competitive salaries, superintendents have a responsibility in creating 

an atmosphere of equality and appreciation.  The custodian and cafeteria worker must 

feel the same sense of school district pride as the teacher and administrator.  The big 

picture approach within all these groups is essential in a school district.  By establishing 

a strong relationship between all groups, the quality of the district will be positive. 

District Families 

 Within the district, some of the most important people are students and parents, 

categorized here as “district families.”  This group has a responsibility to play a major 

role in the educational system of the district.  Often times, especially in urban districts, 
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this relationship is lacking as the other socio-economic and familial factors override the 

educational responsibilities.  However, by creating a strong partnership between parents 

and students with their schools will enhance the success of the district.  Making parents 

feel welcomed at school and celebrating this relationship will build this into a strong 

community.  Without positive, mature and authentic relationships with people 

throughout the district, especially, parents and teachers, a superintendent cannot lead 

successfully (Sanaghan, 2013). 

 By creating, and not eliminating, co-curricular programs or celebratory nights 

within schools have made the district being studied a community resource.  The schools 

have gone from a simple place of learning and instruction to a community center that is a 

hub for positive feedback and communication.  Even if parents have difficult children or 

children with discipline issues, schools are no longer looked at as negative places, but 

instead welcoming places where they feel supported.  However, this is a two-way street 

as the school can host events such as community reading nights or multi-cultural festivals 

but the parents and families must attend and take advantage of the opportunities. 

Community Members 

 Whether these relationships are established with business leaders or other 

community groups such as local fraternal organizations such as the Elks, VFW, or 

Kiwanis Club, the community and its leaders play an important role in the success of a 

school leader and school district.  The good superintendent will develop their own 

constituency among business and civic groups, thereby enlisting the support of the wider 

community (Portis & Garcia, 2007). Through these relationships, the superintendent can 

establish both financial and other forms of support that will enhance a strong supportive 
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base.  These relationships often result in internship as well as scholarship opportunities 

and bring the community together in the education of the students.  The superintendent 

also needs to discern community values and expectations; they must establish early-on 

and consistently nurture relationships with key stakeholders (AASA, 2009; Banks et al, 

2007).   

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 In evaluating the overall research and subsequent suggestions for leadership 

within a school district, it must first be stated that not every school district is the same nor 

does every person utilize the same leadership styles, skills and techniques.  However, 

what can be taken from this and hopefully implemented is the process for finding a match 

between superintendent and district, the work ethic and leadership skills of the 

superintendent, and the relationship between the school board and the superintendent.  

By examining these factors and allowing the superintendent a fair amount of time to 

positively grow the district in the direction they had put forth. 

 The match between the school board and the superintendent in this particular case 

study did not start off with a perfect fit but has grown into a very strong working 

relationship.  The superintendent was quick to point out this has taken time and effort in 

order to achieve the harmonious present situation.  In terms of a timeframe for this 

particular study, I would recommend that the school board and superintendent are both 

under the agreement that a typical three-year contract is given in order for both sides to 

work out any difficult situations and challenges.  While creating this contract, a yearly 

review that is specific and allows both sides to communicate in a non-threatening with a 

team approach would be beneficial.  Although the superintendent is the leader of the 
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district, being able to receive both praise and criticism is an important part of this 

process. 

 Understanding one’s leadership skills, strengths, and weaknesses also plays a 

large part in the success of this process.  This case study presented a strong, outspoken, 

confident man in charge that, although willing to share the wealth and praise, made no 

qualms about being the man in charge.  He has grown into a position where he makes 

decisions, stands firm, and understands that although there may be criticism, he is the 

leader and this is the final decision.  However, he also understands the situations, 

stakeholders, and community.  This is very different for leaders that are entering a new 

district or someone that has a completely different leadership style.  Being authentic and 

yourself is essential in attaining success as a leader. 

 According to the Massachusetts Association of School Committees Manual, 

contracts for superintendents are limited to 6 years and typically superintendents, when 

hired, receive three-year contracts.  This is an acceptable timeframe for assessment.  

This gives a superintendent three cycles of a school year, budget process, establishing 

relationships with stakeholders, and seeing through successful initiatives as well as 

failures/crisis situations.  By receiving annual reviews from the school board as well as 

self-reflections during this time, a leader can get a strong sense of fit within a district.  It 

will also allow the leader to analyze time from Year 1 through Year 3 within the same 

place to identify growth. 
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Implications 

Practical Implications 

 Having been in education for the last twenty-four years, and serving in many roles 

in public high schools, I have seen the impact that superintendents can have on a school 

district; some negative and some positive.  Most recently, I have been in a large urban 

school district for the past eighteen years, serving as a guidance counselor for the last 

fourteen.  In this time, I have had eight superintendents serve the district and each had 

their own leadership style and skills in the position.  In conducting this case study, I 

have seen the leadership of an urban superintendent of schools first hand.  In observing 

his leadership styles and interactions with various constituents, I was able to document 

the various techniques and skills utilized to lead a diverse and complex school system.  

In addition to the leadership, I think it is essential to highlight the consistency that his 

leadership has provided within the district.  He has led the district for over twenty-six 

years and has seen the district through many highs and lows.   

 The great benefit of this research, beyond my personal growth, is toward aspiring 

and current school leaders as well as school boards and communities.  Through the 

interviews and observations highlighted in Chapter 4, others will be able to see the strong 

leadership and learn from his abilities, stories, and experiences. Although these cannot be 

transferred to all leaders, the leadership skills that are documented also provide a strong 

example in dealing with various stakeholders in which all urban school leaders will 

encounter in their careers: parents, students, teachers, administrators, community 

members, school boards, and politicians.   
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 The remarkable example set forth in this case study is the work ethic, dedication, 

and involvement of the superintendent of schools.  As was seen throughout the research, 

this superintendent is involved in all aspects of the school district without being 

overbearing.  He hires strong people, trusts them to do their job, and lets them lead.  

Although providing guidance and stepping in when necessary, the principals run their 

buildings but also understand what is expected of them and understand the standards set 

forth for the district.  These high standards of professionalism are a direct result of the 

leadership of the superintendent and his immediate central office colleagues.  Although 

he may at times walk the fine line of micro-managing, that was discounted by one of his 

principals who simply reminded me, “I don’t talk to him every day but will if he needs to 

be informed of something important.”   

 The twenty-six year career has not always been smooth but what was also seen 

throughout the research was the willingness of the school board and community to work 

together when the students’ interests were at the forefront.  Leaving personal agendas 

behind and remembering what schools are for, superintendents and school boards are able 

to work toward common goals to success.  

Implications for Future Research 

 Future research is needed in the areas of leadership within school districts, not 

only in urban areas.  What was discovered during this case study was the dearth of 

research that is available regarding school superintendents.  Although there is a 

substantial amount regarding principals and individual school leadership, there has not 

been many studies regarding leadership covering an entire district.  The findings here 

are, once again, only pertaining to one district in one urban area.  Although some of the 
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“lessons” and interactions shown during the research are able to be transferred, some are 

district-specific and not pertinent to other districts.  It is the hope of this researcher that 

this is the beginning of a very important discussion regarding urban school leadership and 

relationships that can occur; thus providing consistency and strong relationships to help 

students and districts grow. 

Another hope for future studies would surround various methodologies in 

conducting studies regarding urban school leadership.  By examining larger urban 

school districts and comparing those to each other will also supply much needed data and 

research to this field.  The emphasis on education on local, state, and national levels is 

here to stay and adding to the research will only make the education discussion richer and 

more meaningful.  Also, it should be noted that the lack of staying power within districts 

are an impediment in longitudinal research.  Superintendents in urban areas, especially 

large areas, do not stay in the position much beyond the 3.2 year average.  However, it 

would it interesting to study a superintendent from their first day on the job until their 

final day and see the challenges that accompany each leader. Any research that focuses 

on urban educational leadership would be helpful as the limited amount makes the next 

study extremely valuable. 

Summary of the Study 

 In conducting the research of a long-standing urban superintendent through the 

case study methodology, the intent was to study and document his leadership styles.  

What transpired was an invaluable experience in which I conducted interviews with the 

superintendent as well as nine other colleagues that had worked first hand with the 

superintendent.  Their first-person accounts and varying perspectives of the leadership 
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style of the superintendent provided great insight into this leader.  The stakeholders that 

were interviewed included teachers, administrators, a parent, and central office personnel; 

all with direct knowledge and experiences with the superintendent and his leadership 

style.  In addition to the interviews, observations and document analysis took place to 

enhance the research of the case study. 

 The result was an in-depth account of a leader of an urban school district that has 

been in office for over twenty-six years.  Along with his own answers, and the answers 

of his colleagues, he was described as a confident, hard-working leader that has a pulse of 

the district, a true love of his city and school district, while making decisions that always 

have the students’ best interest first.  A savvy political man, he has been able to grow 

into his position and has accented his style with a strong and cohesive leadership unit 

around him.  Confident in those he has placed in other district leadership roles, he does 

not mettle in the day-to-day activities of the district but instead leads by example and sets 

a high standard which he expects all to follow.  His presence, both literally and 

figuratively, is immense as he attends all school events and expects the dame effort from 

his support staff.  Motivating a large group of employees and students, the school 

district has the longest school day and school year; the result are solid standardized test 

scores, low dropout rates, high college acceptances, and a high attendance rate for both 

faculty and students. 

 Because there are not many studies regarding the leadership of urban 

superintendents, this case study will provide much needed research in this area.  

Aspiring school leaders as well as urban communities will see this case as a first hand 

example of how someone leads a district.  They may also be able to use certain 
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situations presented in the data as parallels within their own district.  Also, this research 

may lead to other studies or discussions about the leadership of urban superintendents.  

By conducting other studies, and using varying methodologies research will be added to a 

topic that has been very popular in today’s society.   

 Finally, on a very personal level, this case study allowed me an opportunity to 

have access to an urban school district and to learn from a veteran school administrator.  

Although we have different personalities and have different natural leadership styles, I 

was able to learn a great deal from the interviews and observations.  It is these 

experiences that I will take with me along my own personal journey toward a 

superintendency. 

 

 

 



125 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

 

References 

Alsbury, T.L. (2008). School board member and superintendent turnover and the 

 influence on student achievement: An application of the dissatisfaction theory.  

 Leadership Policy in Schools, 7(2), 202-229. 

Alsbury, T.L. (2003). Superintendent and school board member turnover: Political versus 

 apolitical turnover as a critical variable in the application of dissatisfaction theory.  

 Educational Administration Quarterly, 39(5), 667-698. 

American Association of School Administrators. (2009). Transforming our schools: 

 National superintendent of the year forum. Arlington, VA.  

Anderson, T. (2006, July 23). The revolving door of superintendents in urban districts. 

 InMotion Magazine. Retrieved from http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/ 

 er/revolve_anderson.html 

Anthes, K. (2002). School and district leadership: No child left behind policy brief. 

 Denver, CO: Education Commission of the States. 

Arnold, M., & Harris, S. (2000). The song sounds better when all the notes are there.  

Contemporary Education, 71(4), 12-15. 

Avis, J. (2003). Re-thinking trust in a performative culture: The case of education.  

Journal of Education Policy, 75(3), 315-332 

Banks, P.A., Maloney, R.J., Stewart, D.F., Weber, L.E. (2007, June). Changing the 

 subject of your education. School Administrator, 64(6) p.10-16. 

Bass, Bernard M and Ronald E Riggio. (2006) Transformational Leadership. Mahwah,  

 N.J.  

http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/er/revolve_anderson.html
http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/er/revolve_anderson.html


126 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

Bottoms, G., & Schmidt-Davis, J. (2010). The three essentials: Improving schools 

 requires district vision, district and state support, and principal leadership. 

 Retrieved from Southern Regional Education Board website: http://

 publications.sreb.org/2010/10V16 _Three_Essentials.pdf 

Buchanan, B. (2006). Turnover at the top: Superintendent vacancies and the urban  

school. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Education. 

Beck, L.G. and Murphy, J. (1993). Understanding the principalship - Metaphorical 

 themes 1920’s-1990’s. New York Teachers College Press. 

Bryk, A. S., & Schneider, B. (2003). Trust in schools: A core resource for school reform.  

Educational Leadership, 60(6), 40-44. 

Byrd, J.K., Drews, C., & Johnson, J. (2006). Factors impacting superintendent turnover: 

 Lessons from the field.  Paper presented at the annual meeting of the University 

 Council of Educational Administration, San Antonio, TX. 

Burns, J.M. (1978). Leadership. New York: Harper & Row. 

Callahan, R.E. (1966). The superintendent of schools: A historical analysis.  St. Louis, 

 MA: Washington University. 

Cardona, P. (2000). Transcendental leadership. Leadership & Organization Development  

        Journal. 21(4): 201-206. 

Carter, G.R., & Cunningham, N.G., (1997). The American superintendent: Leading in an 

 age of pressure. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Inc. 

Childress, S., Elmore, R., and Grossman, A.  (2006). How to manage urban school  

districts.  Harvard Business Review, 84(11), 55-68.  

Chingos, M. M., Whitehurst, G. J. R., & Lindquist, K. M. (2014).  School  

http://publications.sreb.org/2010/10V16
http://publications.sreb.org/2010/10V16


127 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

 Superintendents: Vital or irrelevant? Retrieved from  

http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2014/09/superintendents

-whitehurst-chingos/ superintendentsbrown-center9314.pdf  

Collier, Kiah. (2015, November 18).  SBOE: Trustees cant’ just hire anyone as  

  superintendent. The Texas Tribune.  Retrieved from Texastribune.org. 

Colvin, G. (October, 2006). What it takes to be great. Fortune Magazine. Retrieved from 

 http://archive.fortune.com/magazines/fortune/fortune_archive/ 

2006/10/30/8391794/index.htm 

Cooper, B.S., Fusarelli, L.D., & Carella, V.A. (2000). Career crisis in the school  

superintendency? The results of a national survey. Arlington, VA: American  

Association of School Administrators. 

Cooper, B. S., Cibulka, J. G., & Fusarelli, L. D. (Eds.). (2008). Handbook of education 

 politics and policy. Routledge. 

Covey, S. R. (2006). The speed of trust. New York, NY: Free Press. 

Cox, E.D., & Malone, B. (2003). New superintendents perspectives of their jobs: Is the 

 honeymoon over? Educational Research Services Spectrum, 21(1), 8-11. 

Creswell, J.W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods  

approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Crowl, T. (1996). Fundamentals of educational research (2nd. ed.).  New York: 

McGraw-Hill. 

Coulson AJ (2010). The effects of teachers unions on American Education. Cato Journal. 

 30(1): 155–170. 

Cuban, L. (1998). The superintendent contradiction – Facing the myths and dilemmas      

http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2014/09/superintendents-whitehurst-chingos/superintendentsbrown-center9314.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2014/09/superintendents-whitehurst-chingos/superintendentsbrown-center9314.pdf
http://archive.fortune.com/magazines/fortune/fortune_archive/2006/10/30/8391794/index.htm
http://archive.fortune.com/magazines/fortune/fortune_archive/2006/10/30/8391794/index.htm


128 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

surrounding school chiefs’ role in reform.  Education Week, 18(7), 56 and 43. 

Delpit, L. D. (1995). Other people's children: Cultural conflict in the classroom. New   

 York: New Press. 

Drummond, S. (2014, October 21).  The short shelf life of urban school superintendents 

 [Interview].  Retrieved from http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/

 2014/10/21/357629164/the-short-shelf-life-of-urban-school-superintendents. 

Education Writers Association. (2003). Effective superintendents, effective boards. 

 Washington, D.C. 

Edwards, C.A. (2007). An analysis of the relationship of superintendent instructional 

leadership behaviors and district outcomes.  Humanities and Social Sciences, 

68(3A), 809. 

Farquhar, J.D. (2012). Case study research for business. Thousand Oaks, CA. Sage 

Publications. 

Fusarelli, B.C. (2006). School board and superintendent relations: Issues of 

 continuity, conflict and community. Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership, 

 9(1), 44-57. 

Fullan, M. (2005). Leadership and sustainability: System thinkers in action. Thousand  

Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

Fullan, M., & Steigelbauer, S. (1991). The new meaning of educational change. New  

York: Teachers College Press. 

Fuller, H., Campbell, C., Celio, M.B., Harvey, J., (2003). An impossible job? The view  

from the urban superintendent’s chair. Center on Reinventing Public Education. 

http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2014/10/21/357629164/the-short-shelf-life-of-urban-school-superintendents
http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2014/10/21/357629164/the-short-shelf-life-of-urban-school-superintendents


129 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

Gardiner, J. J. Z. (2008).  Transcendent leadership: Pathway to more effective and 

 ethical board governance. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 

 International Leadership Association, Los Angeles, CA. 

Gardiner, J. J. Z. & Walker, E. L. (2009). Transcendent leadership: Theory and Practice  

of an emergent metaphor. International Journal of Servant-Leadership, 5, 22-36.  

Glass, T. (2005, October). Management Matters. American School Board Journal. 

 192(10), p. 34-39. 

Goldstein, D. (2012, March). An interview with Lisa Delpit on educating other people’s 

 children. The Nation, pp. 37-39. 

Goodwin, V.L., Wofford, J.C., & Whittington, L.E. 2001. A theoretical and empirical  

extension to the transformational leadership construct. Journal of Organizational 

Behavior, 22, 759- 774. 

Grissom, J.A. (2010). The determinants of conflict on governing boards in public 

 organizations: The case of California school boards. Journal of Public 

 Administration Research and Theory, 20(3), 601–627. 

Haddick, S. (2008).  The “other” superintendent: The ethical leadership and decision 

 making practice of successful women superintendents.  (Doctoral Dissertation, 

 Loyola University of Chicago, 2008). Retrieved March 20, 2015 from  http://

 www.worldcat.org/title/other-superintendent-the-ethical-leadership-and-    

 decision-making-practice-of-successful-women-superintendents/oclc/754955685 

Harris, S., Lowery, S., Hopson, M., & Marshall, R. (2004). Superintendent perceptions of 

 motivators and inhibitors for the superintendency. Planning and Changing, 35(1), 

 108-126. 

http://www.worldcat.org/title/other-superintendent-the-ethical-leadership-and-decision-making-practice-of-successful-women-superintendents/oclc/754955685
http://www.worldcat.org/title/other-superintendent-the-ethical-leadership-and-decision-making-practice-of-successful-women-superintendents/oclc/754955685
http://www.worldcat.org/title/other-superintendent-the-ethical-leadership-and-decision-making-practice-of-successful-women-superintendents/oclc/754955685


130 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

Harvey, J. (2003). The urban superintendent: Creating great schools while surviving on  

the job.  Orlando, FL: Council of Great City Schools. 

Hollenbeck, G. H., & Hall, D. H. (2004). Self-confidence and leader performance.  

Organizational Dynamics, 33(3), 254-269.  

Hoyle, J., Bjork, L., Collier, V., & Glass, T. (2005). The superintendent as CEO. 

 Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

Houston, P.D. (2007). From custodian to conductor. School Administrator, 64(3), 28- 

 35. 

Huang, L., Krasikova, D. V., & Liu, D. (2016). I can do it, so can you: The role of leader 

 creative self-efficacy in facilitating follower creativity.  Organizational Behavior 

 and Human Decision Processes, 132, 49-62. 

Iannaccone, L., & Lutz, F.W. (1970). Politics, power, and policy:  The governing of 

 local  school districts. Columbus, OH:  Charles E. Merrill. 

Ingram, D. (2015).  Transformational Leadership Vs. Transactional Leadership 

 Definition. The Houston Chronicle. Retrieved from http://

 smallbusiness.chron.com/transformational-leadership-vs-transactional-

 leadership-definition-13834.html 

Kain, J., Rivken, S, & Hanushek, E. (2004). The revolving door. Education Next, 4, 

 26-28. 

Kelleher, P. (2002). Core values of the superintendency. School Administrator, 59(2), 

 28-31. 

Kezar, A. (2004). What is more important to effective governance: Relationships, trust,  

http://smallbusiness.chron.com/transformational-leadership-vs-transactional-leadership-definition-13834.html
http://smallbusiness.chron.com/transformational-leadership-vs-transactional-leadership-definition-13834.html
http://smallbusiness.chron.com/transformational-leadership-vs-transactional-leadership-definition-13834.html


131 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

and leadership, or structures and formal processes? New Directions for Higher 

Education, 2004(127), 35-46. 

Kowalski, T.J. (1999).The school superintendent:  Theory, practice and cases. Upper 

 Saddle River, NJ: Merrill. 

Kowalski, T. J. (2005).  Evolution of the school superintendent as communicator. 

 Communication Education, 54(2), 101‐  117. 

Labaree, D. F. (2010). Someone has to fail: The zero-sum game of public schooling.   

  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Leadbeater, C. (1999). Living on thin air. London, UK: Penguin Group. 

McAllister, D. J. (1995). Affect and cognition-based trust as foundations for interpersonal  

cooperation in organizations. Academy of Management Journal, 38, 24-59.  

McCloud, B. & McKenzie, F. D. (1994). School board and superintendents in urban 

 districts. The Phi Delta Kappan, 75(5), 384-395. 

McCullough, B. (2009, May). Do unto others: A roadmap for communicating well. 

 School Administrator, 66(5), 37-38. 

Meredith, J. (1998). Building operations management theory through case and field 

 research. Journal of Operations Management, 11(3), 239-256. 

Murphy, B. (2016, May 19). Why urban school chiefs fail. Retrieved from http://

 urbanmilwaukee.com/2016/05/19/murphys-law-why-urban-school-chiefs-fail/ 

Murphy, J. (1994).  The changing role of superintendency in restructuring districts in 

 Kentucky.  School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 5(4), 349-375. 

 Retrieved April 2, 2015, from http://www.informaworld.com/

 10.1080/0924345940050402. 

http://urbanmilwaukee.com/2016/05/19/murphys-law-why-urban-school-chiefs-fail/
http://urbanmilwaukee.com/2016/05/19/murphys-law-why-urban-school-chiefs-fail/
http://www.informaworld.com/10.1080/0924345940050402
http://www.informaworld.com/10.1080/0924345940050402


132 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

Natkin, G., Cooper, C., Fusarelli, L., Alborano, J., Padilla, A., & Ghosh, S. (2002). Myth 

 of the revolving-door superintendency: Contrary to perception, tenure runs much 

 longer than most believe, a research review finds. School Administrator, 59(5), 

 28–31. 

Norton, M.S., Webb, L.D., Dlugosh, L.L. & Sybouts, W. (1996). The school 

 superintendent: New responsibilities new leadership. Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 

Pascopella, A. (2011, April 01). Superintendent staying power. District Administrator,     

47(4), 31- 36 

Petersen, G.J. (2002). Singing the same tune: Principals’ and school board members’ 

 perceptions of the superintendent’s role as instructional leader. Journal of 

 Educational Administration, 40(2), 158-171. 

Peterson, G.J. & Short, P.M. (2001). The school board president’s perception of the 

 district superintendent: Appling the lenses of social influence and social style. 

 Educational Administration Quarterly, 37(4), 533-570. 

Phillips, D.A., & Phillips, R.S. (2007, March). The four-quadrant leadership team. School 

 Administrator. 64(3), p. 42-47. 

Pitner, N. J., & Ogawa, R.T. (1981). Organizational leadership: The case of the school  

superintendent.  Educational Administration Quarterly, 1(2), 45-65. 

Portis, C. & Garcia, M.W. (2007). The superintendent as change leader. School 

 Administrator, 64(3), 18-20, 22-24. 

Rafferty, A. E., & Griffin, M. A. 2004. Dimensions of transformational leadership:  



133 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

Conceptual and empirical extensions. The Leadership Quarterly, 15(3):329–354. 

Ravitch, D. (1974).    The great school wars: A history of the New York City 

 schools. New York: Teachers College. 

 Ravitch, D. (2010). The death and life of the great American school system: How testing 

 and choice are undermining education. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Ravitch, D. (2016, January 4).  Fortune: Proof that business leaders know nothing about 

 public education [Web log post]. Retrieved from https://dianeravitch.net/

 2016/01/04/fortune-proof-that-business-leaders-know-nothing-about- public-

 education/ 

Renchler, R. (1992). Urban superintendent turnover: The need for stability. Urban  

Superintendents’ Sounding Board, 1(1), 2-13. 

Sachs, J. (2003).  The activist professional. Buckingham: Open University Press. 

 

Sanaghan, P. (2013). Advice for superintendents: A consultant’s perspective. American 

 Association of School Administrators. Retrieved from  

 http://www.aasa.org/ content.aspx?id=17450 

Sanders, J.E., Hopkins, W. E., &; Geroy, G. D. (2003). From transactional to 

 transcendental: Toward an integrated theory of leadership. Journal of Leadership 

 & Organizational Studies, 9(4): 21-31. 

Sayre, C.W. (2007).  The superintendent’s maintenance and influence on classroom 

 instructional capacity: A mixed method study.  (Doctoral Dissertation, 

University  of Missouri - Columbia, 2007). Retrieved April 2, 2015 from http://

 edt.missouri.edu/Sumer2007/Dissertation/SayreC-072707D7994/research.pdf 

https://dianeravitch.net/2016/01/04/fortune-proof-that-business-leaders-know-nothing-about-public-education/
https://dianeravitch.net/2016/01/04/fortune-proof-that-business-leaders-know-nothing-about-public-education/
https://dianeravitch.net/2016/01/04/fortune-proof-that-business-leaders-know-nothing-about-public-education/
http://www.aasa.org/content.aspx?id=17450
http://edt.missouri.edu/Sumer2007/Dissertation/SayreC-072707D7994/research.pdf
http://edt.missouri.edu/Sumer2007/Dissertation/SayreC-072707D7994/research.pdf


134 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

Sharp, W.L., Malone, B.G. & Walter, J.K. (2002). What motivates someone to become a 

 superintendent? Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Mid-Western 

 Research Association, Columbus, Ohio, October 18, 2002. 

Sparks, S. D. (2012). Study dissects superintendent job turnovers. Education Week,  

    32(13), 1-2. 

Stajkovic, Alexander D.; Luthans, Fred (1998) Self-efficacy and work-related 

 performance: A meta-analysis..Psychological Bulletin,124(2), 240-261. 

Stake, R. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

 Publications. 

Talbert, S. B., & Beach, D. M. (2013). Superintendent retention: Organizational  

commitment and superintendent longevity. Southern Regional Council on 

Educational Administration 2013 Yearbook: Jazzing It Up, 33-43. 

Urban, W. J., & Wagoner, J. L. (1996). American education: A history. New York:  

  McGraw-Hill. 

Usdan, M.D. & Cronin, J.M. (2003). Rethinking the urban superintendency: 

 Nontraditional leaders and new models of leadership. Paper presented at the 

 annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Chicago, 

 Illinois, April 21, 2003. 

Useem, E. (2009). Big city superintendent as powerful CEO: Paul Villas in Philadelphia. 

 Peabody Journal of Education, 84(3), 300-317. 

Valverde, Rochelle. (2016, January 31). Lawrence school district’s superintendent 

vacancy reflects a growing trend in Kansas. Lawrence Journal-World. Retrieved 



135 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

from http://www2.ljworld.com/news/2016/jan/31/lawrence-school-districts-

superintendent-vacancy-g/ 

Waldman, D.A., Bass, B.M., & Einstein, W.O. (1987). Leadership and outcomes of  

performance appraisal processes. Journal of Occupational Psychology, 60, 177-

186. 

Waters, T.J. & Marzano, R. J. (2006). School district leadership that works: The effect of 

 superintendent leadership on student achievement.  A working paper. Mid-

 Continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL). Denver, CO. 

Will, M. (2014). Average urban school superintendent tenure decreases, survey shows.  

Education Week, November 6, 2014. 

Yammarino, F.J., & Bass, B.M. (1990b). Transformational leadership and multiple levels 

 of analysis. Human Relations, 43(10), 975-995. 

Yin, R. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods, (3rd. ed.).  Thousand Oaks,  

CA:  Sage Publications, Inc. 

Yin, R. (2009). Case Study Research: Design and Methods, (4th. ed.).  Thousand Oaks,  

CA:  Sage Publications, Inc. 

Zakariya, S. B. (1987, November). What you get (and what you pay) when you hire a 

 superintendent search service. American School Board Journal, 35, 25-32. 

Zenger, J., & Folkman, J. (2014). Research: 10 traits of innovative leaders. Harvard 

Business Journal. Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2014/12/research-10-traits-of-

innovative-leaders 

 

http://www2.ljworld.com/news/2016/jan/31/lawrence-school-districts-superintendent-vacancy-g/
http://www2.ljworld.com/news/2016/jan/31/lawrence-school-districts-superintendent-vacancy-g/
https://hbr.org/2014/12/research-10-traits-of-innovative-leaders
https://hbr.org/2014/12/research-10-traits-of-innovative-leaders


136 DEFYING THE ODDS: A CASE STUDY DOCUMENTING THE LEADERSHIP 

STYLES OF A LONG SERVING URBAN SUPERINTENDENT 
 

 

 

Appendix A 

Proposed Questions for Participants (Not the Superintendent of Schools) 

1. Why has he been able to be superintendent for over twenty-five years? 

2. What are his strengths? 

3. What are his challenges? 

4. What motivates him? 

5. How would you describe his leadership style? Is it successful? Effective? 

6. How would you describe his communication style?  Is it successful?  Effective? 

7. How does the community perceive the school district? 

8. What is the relationship between the superintendent and the school board? 

9. What are the priorities of the school system? 

10.How has the community and superintendent been intertwined? 

11.How does he communicate with your organization (school board, administrators, 

teachers)? 

12.How does he handle adversity or conflict with your organization? 

13.What are his positive traits and characteristics? 

14.What are the strengths of the school district? 

15.How has it changed over your tenure? 

16.Where do you see the district heading? 
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Appendix B 

Questions for Superintendent of Schools 

1. Why have you been able to stay as an urban superintendent for over 

twenty-five years when the national average is 3.2 years?  What has been your 

“staying power”? 

2. Why did you want to become a superintendent of schools? 

3. Have you ever thought of working in another district? 

4. What did you do prior to our position as superintendent? 

5. What is your leadership style? 

a. Has it changed or evolved over the years? 

6. What is your communication style? 

a.Has it changed or evolved over the years? 

7. In terms of communication and leadership, does it vary depending on the 

 group/stakeholder?  i.e. school board, central office, principals, teachers, 

 unions, students, parents and community? 

8. What have been your successful experiences?  Your biggest challenges? 

9. In terms of communication and leadership, does it vary depending on the 

 group/stakeholder?  i.e. school board, central office, principals, teachers, 

 unions, students, parents and community? 

10. What are the current challenges you are faced with?  Which ones are less 

 likely to be overcome? 

11. What motivates you? 

12. What advice would you offer other urban or aspiring superintendents? 
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Appendix C 

 

Letter to Superintendent of Schools 
 
Mr. XXXXXXXXX XXXXXXXXXX 
Superintendent of Schools 

XXXXX Public Schools 

121      Street 

XXXXX, MA 00000 

 

 

Dear Mr.XXXXXXXXXX,  

 
My name is Steven Dubzinski and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University in 

Omaha, Nebraska.  This letter is a follow-up to our recent conversation regrading my 

research.  I am working under my advisor, Dr. Barbara Brock and dissertation 
chairperson Dr. Adam Greteman.  I am conducting research on the tenure of the urban 

superintendency and am requesting to do a case study of the superintendent of schools in 

the XXXXXXX, XX Public Schools. I am writing to request your participation in the 

study which may involve several interview/discussion sessions, observations of you at 
Everett Public School events (for example, graduation), and interviews with other 

stakeholders in the district (for example, school board members, principals, and teachers).  

These discussions will be about the aspects of the urban superintendency and in particular 

the role of the urban superintendent in XXXXXXX, XX.  Participation is completely 
voluntary and all answers will be anonymous. 

 

I will be contacting you via telephone to finalize the plan if you are in agreement.   

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me (sjdubz07@gmail.com), Dr. Brock 

(barbarabrock@creighton.edu) or Dr. Greteman (adamgreteman@creighton.edu). 

 

 

 

Thank you for your time,  

 

 

Steven J. Dubzinski 

Doctoral Candidate 

Creighton University 

 

 

 

mailto:sjdubz07@gmail.com
mailto:barbarabrock@creighton.edu
mailto:adamgreteman@creighton.edu
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Appendix D 

 

Sample Letter for Participants (not superintendent) 

 

 

 

Dear _______________________,  

 

My name Steven Dubzinski and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University in 

Omaha, Nebraska.  I am working under my advisor, Dr. Barbara Brock and dissertation 

chairperson Dr. Adam Greteman.  I am conducting research on the tenure of the urban 
superintendency and am doing a case study of the superintendent of schools in 

theXXXXX, MA Public Schools. I am writing to request an hour-long interview 

session/discussion concerning the aspects of the urban superintendency and in particular 

the role of the urban superintendent in Everet , MA.  Participation is completely 
voluntary and your answers will be anonymous. 

 

If you are interested, please contact me via email at sjdubz07@gmail.com or by phone at 

857-243-0898. 
 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me (sjdubz07@gmail.com) or 

Dr. Brock (barbarabrock@creighton.edu) or Dr. Greteman 

(adamgreteman@creighton.edu). 
 

 

 
Thank you for your time,  

 

 

Steven J. Dubzinski 

Doctoral Candidate 

Creighton University 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:sjdubz07@gmail.com
mailto:sjdubz07@gmail.com
mailto:barbarabrock@creighton.edu
mailto:adamgreteman@creighton.edu
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Appendix E 

 

Sample Observation Log 

 
 

Date: 

 

Time: 

 

Place: 

 

Activity/Event: 

 

Approximate People in Attendance: 

 

Intended Audience: 

 

Role of Superintendent: 

 

Extenuating Situation:  (i.e.weather) 

 

Field Notes: 
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Appendix F 

Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study 

Creighton University 

 

 

Researcher(s):  Steven Dubzinski- Researcher 

 Dr. Barbara Brock Advisor, Dr. Adam Greteman- 

Chairperson of Committee 

Study Title:   Defying the Odds- A Case Study of a Long-Serving Urban 

     Superintendent 

 

 

 

1. WHAT IS THIS FORM? 

This form is called a Consent Form. It will give you information about the study so you 

can make an informed decision about participation in this research. 

 

This consent form will give you the information you will need to understand why this 

study is being done and why you are being invited to participate.  It will also describe 

what you will need to do to participate and any known risks, inconveniences or 

discomforts that you may have while participating. We encourage you to take some time 

to think this over and ask questions now and at any other time. If you decide to 

participate, you will be asked to sign this form and you will be given a copy for your 

records. 

 

 

2. WHO IS ELIGIBLE TO PARTICIPATE? 

The participants of this study will all be at least 18 years old.  There are no imitations 

concerning gender, age, medical or health issues. 

 

 

3. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY? 

 

The purpose of this research study is to get a better understanding of an urban 

superintendent’s ability to serve in the same district for a time much greater than the national 

average of 3 years. 
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4. WHERE WILL THE STUDY TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT LAST? 

 

The research will be conducted in interview sessions lasting approximately 45 minutes 

during the months of July, August, and September..  The interviews will be at a location 

that is convenient to the participants.   If necessary and agreed upon by both parties, a 

follow-up session may be requested. 

 

 

5. WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO? 

If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to answer questions related to the 

urban superintendency.  You may skip or choose not to answer any question that you 

feel uncomfortable answering.  You will also be asked to read the transcripts of the 

interviews to assure the accuracy of the transcriptions. 

 

 

6. WHAT ARE MY BENEFITS OF BEING IN THIS STUDY?  

 

You may not directly benefit from this research; however, we hope that your participation 

in the study may help others, including aspiring and current urban superintendents, school 

districts, and community members understand the urban superintendency. 

 

 

7.  WHAT ARE MY RISKS OF BEING IN THIS STUDY?  

We believe there are no known risks associated with this research study; however, a 

possible inconvenience may be the time it takes to complete the study. 

 

 

8. HOW WILL MY PERSONAL INFORMATION BE PROTECTED?  

 

 

The following procedures will be used to protect the confidentiality of your study records. 

All files, both electronic and hard copies will be placed in a securely locked file cabinet in 

my home office.   The researchers will keep all study records, including any codes to your 

data, in a secure location located in my home office. Research records will be labeled with a 

code. A master key that links names and codes will be maintained in a separate and secure 

location. The master key and audiotapes will be destroyed 3 years after the close of the 

study.  All electronic files containing identifiable information will be password protected. 

Any computer hosting such files will also have password protection to prevent access by 

unauthorized users. Only the members of the research staff will have access to the 

passwords. At the conclusion of this study, the researchers may publish their findings. 

Information will be presented in summary format and you will not be identified in any 

publications or presentations.  All audio tapes will also be destroyed within three years of 

the completion of the study. 
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9. WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

Take as long as you like before you make a decision. We will be happy to answer any 

question you have about this study. If you have further questions about this project or if 

you have a research-related problem, you may contact the researcher, (Steven Dubzinski, 

857-243-0898). If you have any questions concerning your rights as a research subject, 

you may contact the Creighton University Research Compliance Office at 402-280-3200. 

 

 

10. CAN I STOP BEING IN THE STUDY? 

You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to. If you agree to be in the study, but 

later change your mind, you may drop out at any time. There are no penalties or 

consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate. 

 

 

 

11. SUBJECT STATEMENT OF VOLUNTARY CONSENT 

When signing this form I am agreeing to voluntarily enter this study. I have had a chance 

to read this consent form, and it was explained to me in a language which I use and 

understand. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory 

answers. I understand that I can withdraw at any time. A copy of this signed Informed 

Consent Form has been given to me. 

 

 

________________________ ____________________  __________ 

Participant Signature:   Print Name:    Date: 

 

 

By signing below I indicate that the participant has read and, to the best of my 

knowledge, understands the details contained in this document and has been given a 

copy. 

 

_________________________    ____________________  __________ 

Signature of Person   Print Name:    Date: 

Obtaining Consent 

 

 

 

 

 




