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ABSTRACT 

 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE PUBLIC SCHOOL DISTRICT SUPERINTENDENT: 

SELF-PERCEPTIONS AND ROLE EXPECTATIONS OF SIX WHITE 

SUPERINTENDENTS FROM MASSACHUSETTS SCHOOL DISTRICTS 

 

 

Joyce Leslie Highhouse 

 

 Given the position of school districts within the education ecosystem, 

superintendents are important to educational leadership discussions, particularly systems 

change or improvement discourse.  Superintendents manage operations, oversee policy 

implementation, and affect the climate as well as strategic direction of multimillion-dollar 

school district organizations.  Additionally, superintendents manage district staff and 

liaise with a governance body towards maximizing student outcomes as they are 

accountable for the educating millions of students in the United States.  Nevertheless, the 

district chief executive is under researched in education leadership literature. Moreover, 

superintendent identity is overlooked within leadership practices and effective district 

leadership research.  This dissertation argues the lack of research centered on 

superintendentsô perceptions of themselves as school district administrators precludes a 

full  appreciation of the superintendency.  Further, without consideration of 



 

 

superintendent identity, theories of transformation and effective district leadership are 

incomplete.  Thus, this dissertationôs purpose is to present results from an investigation of 

six White Massachusetts school district superintendentsô identities, or self-perceptions 

and role expectations.  In addition, this dissertation study considered influences on these 

superintendentsô identities and leadership practices.  This qualitative study, informed by 

phenomenological research methods, utilized the lens of identity theory to understand 

these superintendents.  From this research investigation, the findings revealed 

participantsô primary self-perception as superintendent was leader.  Within this study, 

participants described superintendent identity in terms of state, district and local 

community contexts as promoting student achievement.  Participants in this research 

investigation revealed they grappled with a tension resulting from connecting their self-

concept to superintendent identity.  Further, this study provides these superintendentsô 

self-perceptions and role expectations associated with education reform. In conclusion, 

this study extends the discourse regarding superintendent leadership while offering three 

major research contributions with implications for policy and practice: (1) a description 

of superintendent identity, including these superintendentsô characterizations of 

internalized role expectations, and self-perceptions as possible explanations of their 

leadership practices and; (2) conceptualizations of superintendent leadership of education 

reform from a sample of district chief executives, including that of filter or buffer; (3) a 

framework for understanding the superintendent through the lens of superintendent 

identity. 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Preface 

 

This identity thing has become bigger the more experienced I get.   

What is the part of me that is not a superintendent? 

This statement from Superintendent Anderson expresses a sentiment echoed by 

other school district leaders regarding the significance of superintendent identity. The 

purpose of this dissertation study was to describe and understand superintendent identity 

from a sample of public school district chief executivesô self-perceptions and role 

expectations.  Identity theorists conceptualize identity as meaning used to characterize 

oneself within a role (Burke & Reitzes, 1981), the meaning attached to internalized role 

expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000), or a position viewed as self-descriptive (Thoits, 

2003).  Further, identity guides behavior in a reciprocal process whereby behavior 

reinforces identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981). These key theoristsô definitions of identity 

help explain why superintendent identity matters to education leadership research and 

practice.  Given Burke and Reitzes (1981) depiction of identity as guiding behavior; it 

can be inferred that superintendent identity or role expectations and self-perceptions have 

some influence superintendent leadership practices.  In turn, it follows that how a school 

district leader describes superintendent identity may allow others to understand them and 

their actions within the superintendent role.  Further, school district leadersô 

characterizations of the superintendency and role expectations, as well as self-
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perceptions, may not only provide some explanation for their behaviors or leadership 

practices but also, they may be useful for the development of education policy and 

leadership preparation. 

This dissertation focuses on the superintendent because, although their influence 

may be indirect (Leithwood, 1995), the effect of their leadership is important.  Given 

where school districts are positioned within the education ecosystem, superintendents are 

important to the discussion of educational leadership, especially systems change or 

improvement discourse.  Public school district superintendents are ultimately accountable 

for the education of millions of students in the United States.  Superintendents are 

responsible for hiring the staff responsible for overseeing and directing education in the 

classroom.  Additionally, superintendents manage the operations of the school district 

and their leadership affects the climate as well as strategic direction of the organization.  

In addition, public school district chief executives have influence in the area of policy 

implementation (Bowers, 2008; Elmore, 2000; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; 

Fullan, 2005; Hannaway & Kimball, 2001; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 

2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2008; OôDay & Quick, 2009; Stein & 

Nelson, 2003).  Glass (1993) underscored the importance of the school district 

superintendent: 

It is not likely that Americaôs schools can restructure, reorganize and 

revitali ze the educational process in the absence of clear executive leadership 

given by the superintendency.  For this reason alone, the current and potential role 

of the superintendency and its prospects is more than passing concern to the 

education profession.  (pp. 38-39) 

 

However, despite the significance of superintendents to school districts as well as 

education reform, most researchers have ignored these leaders.  If school districts, led by 
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superintendents, are ñparticularly well-positioned to advance state reforms and to 

facilitate school level implementationò (Hannaway & Kimball, 2001, p. 2), and identity 

gives rise to leadership practices, then it follows that the superintendent identities of 

school district chief executives are worthy of investigation.   

The significance of this study for research and policy lies is in its consideration of 

participantsô leadership practice in the context of superintendent identity rather than 

superintendentsô behavior in isolation, given the influence of identity on behavior (Burke 

& Reitzes, 1981). Moreover, it is important to consider superintendent identity within the 

context of effective district leadership in order to understand why school district leaders 

build the capacity of their staff and governance body, or how they leverage policy to 

improve student outcomes.  The self-perceptions and role expectations of district chief 

executives influence their leadership practices that are critical to lasting systems change.  

Select literature reviewed for this dissertation focused on what superintendents do rather 

than the self-perceptions, role expectations and influences on superintendent identity of 

district chief executives. This dissertation is important as it provides a description of 

superintendent identity as a contribution to the education leadership discourse. Currently, 

the body of education leadership literature lacks a common definition of superintendent 

leadership, as well as superintendentsô characterizations of their internalized role 

expectations and self-perceptions as possible explanations of district chief executivesô 

leadership practices.  For aspiring as well as practicing superintendents, this dissertation 

offers characterizations of superintendent leadership from those in the field that may 

contribute to the identity formation process described by Collier (2001) as including 

comparisons of self with others in the superintendent role.   
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The Identity of the Public School District Superintendent 

 

 Notwithstanding the supposition of superintendentsô indirect influence 

(Leithwood, 1995) the central issue of this dissertation is describing and understanding 

superintendent identity.  In a working paper presenting a meta-analysis, Waters, Marzano, 

and McNulty (2003) demonstrate the importance of superintendent leadership: ñWhen 

district leaders are carrying out their leadership responsibilities effectively, student 

achievement across the district is positively affectedò (p. 11).  Further, Wagner and Kegan 

(2006) argued leaders are the key to producing change.  However, as I highlighted earlier, 

there is no consensus within education leadership literature regarding the leadership of 

superintendents.  This underscores the importance of developing an understanding of 

superintendent identity, or self-perceptions and role expectations, as these school district 

leaders are charged with managing educational practices that affect millions of children 

as well as overseeing policies and practices at the school district level.   

Despite the importance of the superintendent, there is a dearth of research focused 

on the superintendency, especially the identities of school district leaders. Glass (1993) 

highlighted the paucity of research on the superintendent role and encouraged additional 

research: ñA useful study might be to systematically profile men and women who 

currently hold the senior executive position using interpretive frames of referenceò (pp. 

38-39). Therefore, this dissertation addressing superintendent identity represents a 

significant contribution to the education leadership research base as it addresses a gap in 

the literature highlighted by researchers. 
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 From my review of available research, conceptual and empirical literature 

regarding these school district chief executives lacks a definitive definition of leadership 

to serve as a foundation to anchor a discussion of superintendent identity (Bush & 

Glover, 2003; Elmore, 2000; Corcoran, Fuhrman, & Belcher, 2001; Heck & Hallinger, 

2005; Honig, 2006, 2008; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Leithwood, 

Strauss, & Anderson, 2007; Murphy, 2002; Resnick & Glennan, 2002; Spillane, 1998; 

Stein & Nelson, 2003). Prior studies have included surveys to document the roles and 

work priorities of school district superintendents (Glass, 1992; Ornstein, 2005).  Also, 

prior publications regarding district superintendents have focused primarily on factors or 

characteristics such as behavior, preparation, district size, socioeconomics, or geography 

of district leaders rather than the superintendent identity within their leadership role 

(Björk & Kowalski, 2005; Bredeson, Klar, & Johansson, 2011; Crowson, 1987; Glass, 

1993; Golden, 1999; Groholski, 2009; Hentschke, Nayfack, & Wohlstetter, 2009; Lutz & 

Iannaccone, 1978; Ornstein, 1991; Payzant, 2011; Tate, 2007; Waters, 2008; Wimpelberg, 

Teddlie, & Stringfield, 1989; Wright & Harris, 2010).  Therefore, this dissertation moves 

beyond surveys and descriptions of superintendentsô behavior to focus on superintendent 

identity influencing leadership practices as this has previously not been addressed in the 

literature.  

 Given theorists conceptualizations of identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Stryker & 

Burke, 2000; Thoits, 2003), superintendentsô descriptions of how they understand their 

identities most likely has relevance to their behaviors or leadership practices. 

Furthermore, in the literature, Musella and Leithwood (1990) in their framework for 

understanding school system administration depict superintendents as influenced 
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externally by environmental factors.  Also, Johnson (1996) asserts within her study of 

superintendents: ñAll leadership is shaped by the overlapping contextsðhistorical, 

community, and organizationalðin which it occursò (p. xii).  In other words, contextual 

factors facing superintendents are significant to the discussion of superintendent identity 

because they contribute to the development of these district leaders.  Also, within the 

literature, researchers have highlighted the political context of the superintendency (Daly, 

Finnigan, Jordan, Moolenaar, & Che, 2014; Sharp & Walter, 2004).  Moreover, prior 

research relates to the environmental influence of education reform (Cuban, 1984; Curtis 

& City, 2009; Dailey et al., 2005; Daly & Finnigan, 2011, 2012; Glass, 1993; Johnson, 

1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Additionally, this studyôs focus on education reform 

seems appropriate in an increasingly international context of education policy and 

evaluation, supports this studyôs consideration of superintendent identity within the 

context of environmental influences, as well as contextual factors, including education 

reform and politics.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

 The purpose of this dissertation study was to describe and understand the lived 

experience of public school district superintendents from the perspective of individuals 

holding this position.  This dissertation makes three distinct contributions to research, 

policy, and practice through the study findings.  First, this study contributes to the 

literature by offering a description of superintendent identity by fostering an 

understanding of the meaning my study participants ascribed (Burke & Reitzes, 1981) to 

their district chief executive role.  Considering the growing importance of the school 
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district superintendent (Kowalski & Björk, 2005), this dissertation study provides 

portraits of superintendents that depict their lived experiences.  Further, my dissertation 

study responds to calls from prior researchers for additional studies on the role of school 

district superintendents (Glass, 1993), given there are no available research publications 

regarding superintendent identity; and Burke and Reitzesô (1981) assertion that ña 

role/identity is a set of meanings that are taken to characterize the self -in-roleò (p. 85).  

Second, the findings from this dissertation research add to the discourse in the literature 

regarding superintendentsô leadership practices.  Moreover, this dissertation provides a 

framework that integrates identity theory and Posner and Kouzesô (1988) leadership 

practices framework toward understanding superintendents. Third, this study represents 

an additional line of inquiry related to a significant external influence, education reform, 

offering conceptualizations from the school district leaderôs perspective.   

 

Research Questions 

 

Despite some researchersô efforts to bring attention to the school district 

superintendent, the superintendent identity has not been addressed.  The following 

research questions informed my investigation toward describing and understanding 

superintendent identity:  

1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  

2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 

the development of their identities? 

3. What similarities exist in public school district superintendentsô self-perceived 

identities? 
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Conceptual Framework 

 

 The conceptualization of superintendent identity I developed to guide my 

dissertation study was grounded by the work of identity theorists.  Identity theory, a 

social psychological theory that centers on understanding the concepts of óidentityô and  

óself ', served as the theoretical lens central to my investigation of school district 

superintendents.  Elements of identity from different theoristsô representations were used 

in the development of my conceptualization of superintendent identity: (a) external 

influences (Hoelter, 1983; Thoits, 2003), (b) superintendent identity, including role 

expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-perception (Thoits, 2003), and (c) 

leadership practices.  Within my conceptualization of superintendent identity, this 

identity is situated within the context of external influences and beneath the surface of a 

superintendentôs leadership practices.  Further, within my conceptualization of 

superintendent identity, the components of external influences and superintendent 

identity shape leadership practices. Leadership Practices outlined by Posner and Kouzes 

(1988) was useful for investigating the behaviors or practices of superintendents in 

connection with their identities as these authors outlined five research-based leadership 

practices of successful leaders: challenging the process, inspiring a shared vision, 

enabling others to act, modeling the way, and encouraging the heart. The 

conceptualization of superintendent identity that emerged from my review of identity 

theory literature and leadership practices (Posner & Kouzes, 1988) served as the 

foundation for my preliminary framework for understanding superintendents.  In other 

words, my dissertation research was informed by the conceptualization of superintendent 
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identity that emerged as I attempted to develop an understanding of the school district 

superintendent.  Additionally, my conceptualization informed the data collection and 

analysis toward describing and understanding superintendentsô identities as district 

leaders within my dissertation study.   

 From the literature regarding identity and leadership, as well as my 

conceptualization of superintendent identity, I developed a preliminary framework for 

understanding the superintendent to guide my dissertation study.  Environmental factors 

that were central to my investigation included geographical distinctions and policy 

influences, especially education reform. In the end, the findings of my dissertation study 

were used to refine my preliminary framework. The framework that emerged from my 

dissertation study confirms some of the elements of the frameworks introduced by 

Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  However, the framework 

developed from my findings uses the lens of Identity Theory to build on what we already 

know from prior studies regarding the superintendentôs role as leader and the political 

aspect of the superintendency and puts forward superintendentsô perspectives that 

heretofore have been absent in the literature.  Ultimately, this dissertation study serves to 

extend the discourse regarding district leadership by offering superintendentsô self-

perceptions and characterizations of their internalized role expectations as possible 

explanations for their leadership practices to inform research, policy as well as practice 

through a more complete understanding of the school district leader. 
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Research Methodology 

 

 Phenomenological research methods informed the qualitative approach of my 

dissertation inquiry.  This research design was suitable for a description and explanation 

of superintendent identity within their leadership role which has been absent from the 

literature.  Also, a phenomenological approach seemed most oriented toward addressing 

my research questions and ultimately producing an understanding of school district 

superintendent identity.  The key steps in my data analysis were consistent with the 

phenomenological research approach prescribed by van Manen (1984): (a) identifying the 

phenomenon, (b) investigating the experience of the phenomenon, (c) reflecting on the 

phenomenonôs major themes, and (d) writing a description of the phenomenon.  

Additionally, significant elements common to phenomenological research, including 

epoché, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis of composite 

textural and composite structural descriptions (Moustakas, 1994).  My dissertation 

research employed several of these elements. 

 For this dissertation study, I used a purposive sampling strategy in the interest of 

reflecting multiple viewpoints of superintendents.  Initially I recruited 11 superintendents 

recruited for this study, determined through a maximum variation type of purposive 

sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 1998).  The 11 superintendents recruited 

were current or recently retired public school district superintendents from six cities and 

five suburbs in the metropolitan Boston area.  All prospective study participants had been 

in the role of superintendent for at least 2 years to allow sufficient time for them to 

develop an identity within the superintendent role (Cast, 2003).  Also, the superintendents 

recruited included a representative cross section of school districts, including high-
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performing and high-priority school districts, as well as various district sizes and 

differing community socioeconomics.  Over half of the 11 superintendents that I recruited 

eventually enrolled in my dissertation study. The six superintendents in my dissertation 

study represented three towns and three cities in Massachusetts.   

 The data collection methodology of this dissertation study was informed by 

Moustakasô (1994) approach to phenomenological research, including two rounds of in-

depth interviews with open-ended questions focused on producing a textural description 

to depict the superintendency.  Additionally, the interview format allowed more in-depth 

exploration as well as the opportunity to follow up or probe for greater clarity.  Interviews 

were conducted via telephone and lasted approximately 60 minutes.  Each round of 

interviews was conducted in a semi structured format and recorded on a digital tape 

recorder; then I transcribed them verbatim.  Interview data were collected in three key 

areas aligned to my research questions: (a) contextual factors, (b) leadership influences, 

and (c) superintendent identity. A Pre-Interview Data Inventory as well as the 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (2011) and school 

district websites assisted me in collecting participant characteristics and demographic 

data for my analysis.  Descriptive data facili tated my development of a profile for all the 

superintendents and their school district context.   

 Data analysis for my dissertation study followed Moustakasô (1994) systematic 

five-step process: (a) horizonalizing the data to give equal weight to participantsô 

experience, (b) developing units of meaning, (c) identifying distinct themes, (d) 

producing a description of the superintendent identity or superintendency phenomenon, 

and (e) integrating superintendentsô descriptions to interpret the common meaning 
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ascribed to the phenomenon.  Data analysis also included categorizing and coding, as 

prescribed by van Manen (1984) to highlight key phrases and consider what each 

statement reveals about the phenomenon of the superintendency as a complement to 

Moustakasô approach.  Additionally, I attended to activities recommended by Miles, 

Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) for data analysis and displays.  The NVivo software tool 

also facilitated my data analysis process and enabled me to identify themes and develop 

emerging categories (Creswell, 2003). 

 The design I selected for this dissertation study was informed by a 

phenomenological research process to bolster its reliability.  In developing this qualitative 

study, I considered internal threats to the validity of my research data.  Another limitation 

of this study relates to the ñtriple crisis of representation, legitimation, and praxisò 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2007, p. 28).  However, these limitations are inherent in qualitative 

research, especially studies designed with a researcher who serves as the data collection 

instrument.  An additional noteworthy limitation of my study was that participants were 

not randomly selected.  In addition, my dissertation study was limited to White 

superintendents within the Boston metropolitan area and may not be generalized to other 

locations or other populations of school district superintendents.  Although transferability 

and generalizability may be seen as limitations of this study, these are not concerns for 

phenomenological research (Polkinghorne, 1989).  The issue of my studyôs sample size, 

six subjects, is also not considered a limitation, as it was within the norm of 

phenomenological research that has included from three to 325 subjects (Polkinghorne, 

1989).  Furthermore, the objective of sampling for this research study informed by 

phenomenology was to produce a shared description of the superintendency from study 
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participants. The selection of phenomenology as the guiding research methodology is 

significant given the dearth of phenomenological studies regarding the superintendent. 

While a landmark ethnography exists towards understanding the school principal 

(Wolcott, 2003), as I commenced my dissertation research there were no 

methodologically similar studies that described, analyzed and typified a public school 

district superintendentôs role, activities as well as relationships.  For these reasons, I 

embarked on dissertation research with the goal of contributing to the body of education 

leadership or administration research a conceptualization of superintendent identity and 

characterizations of the superintendency from individual superintendentôs lived 

experiences.  As Wolcott (2003) added to the education administration discourse through 

his representation of the suburban school principal, the intent of my dissertation study is 

to extend the literature through dissertation research informed by phenomenology. 

 

Overview  

 

 This dissertation study describes how school district superintendents perceive 

themselves, as well as factors influencing their superintendent leadership practices.  The 

research findings within this dissertation have implications for policy and practice related 

to the public school superintendency.  Within this Introduction chapter, I frame my 

dissertation research, including the problem, purpose, significance, limitations, research 

questions, and conceptual framework.  I also describe personal interest motivating my 

study and perspective.  What follows is an overview of my dissertation. 

 In Chapter II, I provide a review of the literature regarding the superintendentôs 

role, including disparate perspectives on the function and responsibilities of school 
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district leaders within empirical and conceptual literature.  Also, in Chapter II, I present a 

review of the literature regarding the concept of identity and introduce a 

conceptualization of superintendent identity using the lens of identity theory.  Next, I 

offer a framework for understanding superintendents using my conceptualization of 

superintendent identity as well as some of the elements of the frameworks introduced by 

Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  Then I outline research 

supporting the components of my preliminary framework: external influences, 

superintendent identity, and leadership practices.  Finally, I connect my preliminary 

framework to the research questions guiding my study. 

 Within Chapter III, the qualitative phenomenological approach I selected for this 

study is addressed.  This methodology was selected as it aligned with my goal of 

interpreting how superintendents describe and perceive their experiences (Creswell, 

2003).  This chapter outlines the process I employed in my dissertation research for data 

collection and analysis, as well as the orientations informing my study. 

 Chapter IV outlines the key findings from my research.  These findings confirm 

and extend prior research and discourse regarding the superintendent.  Specifically, 

Johnsonôs (1996) conceptualization of the superintendentsô role as leader and the political 

aspect of the superintendency, as well as the frameworks introduced by Musella and 

Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  Through my research, I found that study 

participants: 

¶ described themselves as ñleader;ò 

¶ connected their concept of óselfô and superintendent identity; 
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¶ described their superintendent identities in connection with their 

superintendent leadership practices; 

¶ perceive prior experiences as significant to the development of their identities 

as district superintendents; and  

¶ describe their role expectations and self-perceptions as superintendents in 

terms of state, district, and local community contexts. 

Within Chapter IV, I also provide background information for this dissertation study, 

including information regarding the governance of Massachusetts public schools and 

demographic characteristics of my study participants and the school districts they lead.  

Additionally, I highlight the profiles of the superintendents who participated in my study.  

Next, I present the analysis of data obtained through interviews with my study 

participants and the emerging findings or themes identified from the descriptions of their 

lived experiences.  Finally, I produce a portrait of these superintendents based on their 

descriptions. 

 Finally, in Chapter V, I summarize my key research findings and their three major 

contribution to the literature: (1) providing a description of superintendent identity, (2) 

extending the discourse in the literature regarding superintendentsô leadership practices 

through the inclusion of superintendent identity as a leadership influence, and (3) 

conceptualizing education reform from the superintendentôs perspective.  Also, I 

demonstrate how this dissertation study answers my research questions and present a 

revised framework for understanding the superintendent, based on findings from my 

study.  Additionally, I discuss the limitations of my research as well as potential topics for 
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future studies.  In addition, the final chapter of this dissertation includes my discussion of 

implications and recommendations. 

The body of education leadership literature would benefit from additional studies 

that consider superintendent identity within the context of effective district leadership.  

Future studies also might consider superintendent identity with a different sample of 

district chief executives given the localized context as well as racial and gender 

composition of this dissertation study.  Further research is needed regarding the district 

chief executive in relationship to education reform.  Specifically, future studies could 

deepen understanding of reform-oriented superintendents by extending my investigation 

focused on role expectations and self-perceptions of these district administrators.  Also, 

future studies could offer additional conceptualizations of education reform as well as 

related leadership practices from the superintendentôs perspective.  Additional 

implications for research are as follows: 

¶ The components of my framework for understanding the school district 

superintendent should be further tested and refined. 

¶ Additional studies are needed to explicitly investigate links and establish 

causality suggested by my research. 

¶ Future research could shed light on additional external influences and the 

function of a feedback mechanism, if any, that informs superintendentsô 

leadership practices. 

¶ Ensuing studies could consider how variations in superintendentsô self-

perceptions, role expectations or influences to their superintendent identities 

contribute to different district outcomes. 
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From my dissertation study findings, I developed a working theory of practice 

related to superintendent preparation: If superintendent preparation included ongoing 

mentorship by effective district chief executives through the critical juncture of 

superintendent identity formation, the initial two years (Cast, 2003), then training may 

impact the development of effective district leaders.  Implications for practice from my 

study are as follows: 

Superintendent preparation 

¶ Aspiring superintendents could benefit from training or preparation programs 

that establish peer or support networks that commence during initial or 

principal preparation and extend through the beginning years of the 

superintendency.  

¶ Through the vehicle of mentoring, preparation programs could take an 

intentional role in shaping the superintendent identity of aspiring district chief 

executives.   

School governance 

¶ Consider an executive recruitment process that identifies potential candidates 

with experiences that reflect an understanding of the schoolôs core mission: 

teaching and learning.  Additionally, school committees or boards should 

invest in the chief district executiveôs development in this area given the 

districtôs role in training (Davis & Bowers, 2018).   

¶ Ensure a recruitment process that considers candidatesô perceptions and role 

expectations regarding the superintendency. Select a candidate that most 

aligns with the values of your local community. Bear in mind, the prior 
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experiences of superintendent candidates, specifically the reference group 

(e.g. mentors) has contributed to the development of a potential district chief 

executive.   

¶ Acknowledge superintendents struggle to create balance between their 

multiple identities (e.g. parent, spouse, human being) and find ways to support 

their efforts. In turn, this will lessen the strain on the district chief executive 

while potentially reducing the likelihood of burnout or an individual giving 

preferentiality to their superintendent identity to the detriment of their other 

identities. 

Superintendents 

¶ Remember the requirements of your multi-faceted role as superintendent are 

too complex for a district chief executive to manage alone.  Foster leadership 

practices, especially that of Enabling Others to Act.   

¶ Make space for activities that foster student achievement.  This suggestion 

also aligns with the emerging theme within my dissertation: superintendents 

connected their superintendent identity or meaning of the superintendency to 

promoting student achievement. 

¶ Recognize the need to acknowledge your other identities beside the 

superintendent identity Spend time with significant others and doing things 

that attend to your other identities (e.g. exercise, hobbies, mentoring, serving 

on boards related to special causes).  

¶ Realize your potential politi cal influence and harness this power to advocate 

for student achievement. Also recognize the peril of ignoring politics and the 
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benefits of being politically astute both for career longevity and improving 

student outcomes.  At the same time, find ways to foster an understanding of 

your self-perceptions and role exportations as superintendent, beyond politics.   

The implications for state and local policy are as follows: 

¶ Fully consider the implications of policy at the district and school level.  

Include superintendentsô input in the development of policies given the notion 

of these district administrators mitigating the risk of unintended consequences 

that emerged through my research interviews.  Also, develop feedback loops 

for open and honest communication regarding implementation challenges. 

Since my study findings highlighted that these superintendents described and 

perceived themselves as filters or buffers, such feedback could be critical to 

the advancement of education reforms. 

¶ Given the magnitude of initiatives facing school districts, recognize the 

superintendentôs role in prioritization, sense-making and filtering for the 

school district administrators and teachers; involve them in the 

implementation.  Also, be sensitive to the number of initiatives that are 

implemented and have realistic in expectations regarding what a 

superintendent, principal or teacher can bear. 

 

Personal Interest  

 

 It is important that I acknowledge my personal experiences at the outset of this 

study.  From kindergarten until Grade 12, I was a student in the Metropolitan Council for 

Educational Opportunity (METCO) program, a voluntary busing program in 
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Massachusetts that transported me, and a host of my urban minority peers, into suburban 

K-12 public school districts.  From this experience, I developed a curiosity about the 

differences between urban and suburban school districts.  Further, I consider my work in 

public school districts as allowing me to be part of the solution to educational inequities 

by leveraging strategies aimed at improving instruction or operations in school districts to 

ensure a future where voluntary busing programs or select schools are no longer 

necessary to secure equally high quality educational opportunities and outcomes for all 

students. 

This study is also influenced by my interest in leadership and organizational 

development that began while I was pursuing a masterôs in business administration at 

Duke Universityôs Fuqua School of Business.  My personal career-related story also has a 

bearing on this study.  During my second year of business school, as I was considering 

options for work upon graduation, I discovered the Broad Residency in Urban Education, 

which resonated with me as a program where my leadership and organizational skills 

would intersect with meaningful work aimed at transforming the urban education sector.  

Another impetus for my work within a public school system was the predicament within 

education chronicled by the media (Thornburgh, 2006). 

Furthermore, throughout my graduate studies in education, I have been intrigued 

by the literature regarding contextual factors that affect superintendent leadership (Björk 

& Kowalski, 2005; Bredeson et al., 2011; Crowson, 1987; Glass, 1993; Golden, 1999; 

Hentschke et al., 2009; Johnson, 1996; Ornstein, 1991; Payzant, 2011; Tate, 2007; 

Waters, 2008; Wimpelberg et al., 1989; Wright & Harris, 2010). As I considered the 

educational outcomes of urban and suburban school districts in my home state of 



21 

 

Massachusetts, I wondered what similarities exist among the school district leaders.  

Despite the benefits of my experiences, I was aware that my relationship to the research 

could become a risk if I operated from my assumptions or failed to acknowledge my 

biases.  As my professional experience has been almost mostly in urban settings, I 

recognized this limitation within the research design; also, I spent time with suburban 

school district superintendents and piloted questions with current and former suburban 

superintendents.  Researcher bias, reactivity, and validity are addressed in detail within 

the Methodology chapter. 
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Chapter II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Preface  

 

Within public school districts, leadership exists at several levels: classroom, 

school, district, and governing body.  The education leadership literature chronicles the 

leadership roles of teachers and principals.  However, researchers have underscored the 

historical exclusion of the school districtsô role in the literature (Golden, 1999; Spillane, 

1996, 1998; Trujillo, 2013).   

Leadership is arguably a key to the sustainability or transformation of K-12 public 

school districts.  Throughout modern history, reformers have attempted to change K-12 

education through policies or practices aimed at students, teachers, principals, and more 

recently superintendents, as well as school boards (Cuban, 1984; Kowalski & Björk, 

2005; Tyack & Hansot, 1980).  Moreover, Hannaway and Kimball (2001) asserted,  

School districts may be particularly well positioned to advance state 

reforms and to facilitate school level implementation, and the bigger the district 

the more it may have to offer.  (p. 2) 

 

This seems to infer that school district superintendents are important to education reform. 

School effectiveness studies paved the way for district effectiveness research and 

some researchers have begun to highlight the school districtôs role in the systematic 

implementation of education reform initiatives (Bowers, 2008; Elmore, 2000; Elmore & 

Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Fullan 2005; Hannaway & Kimball, 2001; Hightower et al., 

2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2008; OôDay & Quick, 2009; Stein & 
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Nelson, 2003).  But a critique of the literature focuses on the monolithic portrayal of the 

school district in education reform research (Bowers, 2010, 2015; Honig, 2008; Spillane, 

1998).  Another critique of the literature focuses on the scarcity of theory in school 

effectiveness research (Scheerens, 2013).  Further, Bowers asserted, ñLived experiences 

of district personnel could provide a grounding for complex theories of district 

effectivenessò (Bowers, 2015, p. 2-3).  Several studies have sought to address these 

criticisms by calling attention to the individual actors within school districts (Bowers, 

2008; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Johnson, 1996; 

OôDay & Quick, 2009; Spillane, 1998).  Despite calls for additional research on the 

superintendentôs role (Glass, 1993), minimal research exists toward understanding the 

district chief executive.  Given the growing importance of the school district 

superintendent (Kowalski & Björk, 2005), it is puzzling that researchers have not given 

more attention to this role.  Therefore, the goal of this dissertation study was to address 

this gap in the literature by providing portraits of superintendents and depicting their 

lived experiences as district chief executives. 

Prior studies on the role of district superintendent have focused primarily on 

factors or characteristics such as gender, race, behavior, preparation, district size, 

socioeconomics, or geography (Björk & Kowalski, 2005; Bredeson et al., 2011; 

Crowson, 1987; Glass, 1993; Golden, 1999; Hentschke et al., 2009; Horsford, 2010; 

Ornstein, 1991; Payzant, 2011; Tate, 2007; Waters, 2008; Wimpelberg et al., 1989; 

Wright & Harris, 2010).  While a limited number of available studies focus on individual 

superintendents, much of the work reflects an effective schools or effective districts 

research agenda centered on superintendent effectiveness rather than understanding the 
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identities or self-perceptions and role expectations of the individual superintendents that 

influence their leadership practices (Bowers, 2008; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; 

OôDay & Quick, 2009).  For example, researchers have heralded Anthony Alvarado, 

former superintendent of New York Cityôs District #2 and Chancellor of Instruction for 

San Diego City Schools (Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; OôDay & Quick, 2009); 

however, these research accounts revolve around Alvaradoôs leadership of reforms or 

accounts of his statements and strategies.  Nevertheless, the literature base providing 

insight into the identity of contemporary school district superintendents is limited. 

For the most part, school district superintendents now occupy a significant 

position of responsibility organizationally as well as polit ically (Brunner, Grogan, & 

Björk, 2002; Daly et al., 2014; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Sharp & Walter, 

2004).  Yet superintendents work within a context where there is no universally accepted 

concept of leadership and notions of transformation are in flux. Little is known about 

superintendentsô identities, specifically how these district leaders perceive themselves, 

including their role expectations, and influences on their practices.  Therefore, the 

purpose of this review is to integrate literature regarding identity theory, as well as the 

role and leadership practices of school district leaders, to develop a conceptualization of 

superintendent identity and a framework for understanding superintendents.  The 

conceptualization I developed for superintendent identity and my preliminary framework 

have implications for education leadership, research, and practice. 

 

Overview 

The following literature review contains three sections.  Within the first section, I 

depict the evolution of the role of superintendent.  I also present my understanding of 
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how researchers have conceptualized the public school district superintendent as leader.  

This section of the literature review elaborates on education reform and effective district 

research literature centering on the central office and specifically the role of the 

superintendent.  Additionally, this section includes contemporary conceptualizations of 

the role of superintendent.  The section concludes with an analysis of the literature base 

outlining the role of superintendent, including disparate perspectives on the function and 

responsibilities of school district leaders within education leadership literature. 

In the second section, I introduce a conceptual framework for superintendent 

identity.  Given the paucity of research regarding the public school superintendent 

identity, I use identity theory research to develop a conceptual framework.  First, I 

present definitions of identity from select theorists.  Then I describe the components, 

elements, and processes related to identity in the literature.  Finally, I offer a preliminary 

framework for superintendent identity.   

The third section includes a framework for understanding superintendents that 

contains some elements of the frameworks introduced by Musella and Leithwood (1990) 

and Leithwood (1995).  First, I represent the existing research supporting the external 

influences, superintendent identity, and leadership practices components of the 

framework.  Then I outline similarities and differences between the frameworks.  Finally, 

I connect my framework for understanding school district superintendents to the key 

research questions that informed my investigation:  

1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  

2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 

the development of their identities? 
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3. What similarities exist in public school district superintendentsô self-perceived 

identities? 

 

The K-12 Public School District and Superintendent 

 

Overview 

 Leithwood and Duke (1998), in their analysis of literature between 1988 and 

1998, recognized the ambiguity within the literature regarding education leadership.  

Further, Firestone and Riehl (2005) highlighted the lack of a coherent research agenda in 

education leadership resulting in the current literature base conceptualizations focused 

primarily on the leadership of school principals.  Yet Firestone and Riehl (2005) 

observed,  

The continually evolving educational reform agenda appears to have 

seized upon leadership as both an important target for reform and a vehicle for 

making other changes happen.  (p. 12) 

 

From my review of literature, this commentary seems to extend beyond the leadership of 

school principals to include district superintendents. 

Within the limited available literature I reviewed regarding the superintendent 

there were studies that were irrelevant to this dissertation study because they did not 

specifically address the superintendent role or identity.  Further, some of the literature 

was outside the scope of this review.  For example, a portion of the contemporary 

literature base centers on the tensions between superintendents and school boards in the 

governance of school districts (Alsbury, 2008; Ornstein, 2005).  The governance of the 

school district is beyond the purview of my investigation; therefore, that aspect of the 

literature does not appear as part of the literature review.  Ultimately, the focus of this 
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dissertation study on superintendent identity did not allow me to examine other aspects of 

the superintendency.  While I identify the emerging themes regarding superintendent 

leadership as well as leadership practices, they are not the focus of this dissertation. 

 

District Research 

 As evidenced by the literature, education reform has changed the organization of 

school district central offices and shaped the nature of the work of school district 

superintendents (Cuban, 1984; Curtis & City, 2009; Dailey et al., 2005; Daly & Finnigan, 

2011, 2012; Glass 1993; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Within the literature, 

some have advocated for the role of the school district and superintendent in reforming 

public schools (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Cuban, 1984; Curtis & City, 2009; Dailey et al., 

2005; Firestone, 1989; Fullan, 2000, 2005, 2010; Grove, 2002; Wagner & Kegan, 2006).  

Rorrer et al. (2008) characterized the various studies of school district reforms as (a) 

centering on organizational theory, (b) focusing on superintendent or central offices, (c) 

emphasizing districtsô influence on teaching and learning, (d) including educational 

equity initiatives, and (e) highlighting characteristics of successful districts.  Although the 

organizational theory aspect of school district reform is outside of the scope of my 

dissertation, this review of literature involves an attempt to synthesize the relevant 

literature regarding central offices and to highlight literature specifically defining the 

superintendentôs role.  The literature framing the school district as crucial in the work of 

transforming public education has been sorted into three major themes: (1) a vehicle for 

effecting systemic change, (2) instrumental to the academic achievement of students, and 

(3) implementer of policy initiatives (Trujillo,  2013).  Conversely, others have 



28 

 

conceptualized the role of the district as serving only in a supporting role (Purkey & 

Smith, 1983).   

 Given the superintendent is responsible for leading and managing (Johnson, 1996) 

the school district, understanding superintendents will provide insight into a critical 

component of leadership within educational systems. Thompson, Sykes, and Skrla (2008) 

posited,  

Accumulating case study evidence, however, suggests that, in some school 

districts, leadership and policy may contribute significantly to the improvement 

and equalization of student learning outcomes. The existence of such cases 

implies that districts can play an important role in improving outcomes if the 

mechanisms of district success were better understood and more widely 

implemented.  (p. i) 

 

Thompson et al. concluded that the key to improved student outcomes is ultimately 

leadership.   

 Despite the recognition of the role of the central office in the literature, a critique 

of much of the existing research centers on its failure to portray individual actors within 

the school district (Bowers, 2015; Honig, 2008; Spillane, 1998).  Bowers (2015) 

examined the potential role of district leadership in research findings of district effects.  

Although Bowers (2008, 2015) primarily focused on the faulty selection of districts 

deemed effective, he included rich descriptions of the superintendentôs role and suggested 

conducting in-depth qualitative studies as well as surveys of superintendents to help 

explain a districtôs performance.  In his research, Bowers raised the question of what role 

school district leadership plays in potential district effects.  If  district effects exist, then 

district leaders most likely play a role in creating these effects.  Hence, this dissertationôs 

goal of understanding superintendents is useful, as these district administrators are 
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ultimately responsible for managing school districts, including instructional leadership 

and policies affecting student outcomes. 

 Subsequently a number of studies have sought to highlight the role of school 

district administrators (Alsbury, 2008; Alsbury & Whitaker, 2007; Björk, 1993; Bowers, 

2008; Burch & Spillane, 2004; Crowson, 1987; Dailey et al., 2005; Daly & Finnigan, 

2011, 2012; Daly et al., 2014; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012).  In particular, Honigôs 

(2003) stands out as a research contribution regarding district administrators and their 

role as boundary spanners in their relationships with intermediary organizations focused 

on implementing policy.  Also, Honig (2006) used organizational learning theory as a 

framework for examining the implementation of complex change efforts and focused on 

the role of school district administrators in implementing education policy.  Honig and 

her colleagues addressed the critique of previous literature regarding the exclusion of 

school district administrators by highlighting what school district administrators do in the 

process of implementing education policy (Honig, 2003, 2006, 2012; Honig & Coburn, 

2008; Honig & Copland, 2008; Honig & Venkateswaran, 2012).  While Honig and her 

colleagues provided illustrations of individual actors at work within school districts, 

including superintendents, their work did not provide insight into superintendentsô 

identities toward understanding the self-perceptions or role expectations of individuals 

ultimately responsible for implementing education policy at the system level. 

 District effectiveness research has extended the school effectiveness literature by 

changing the unit of analysis from the school to the central office or school district in an 

effort to identify effective districts and superintendents.  However, the literature 

highlights several challenges to labeling a district or superintendent effective, including 
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the length of time required to begin to realize gains from educational reforms (Bowers, 

2008, 2010, 2015; Thomas, 2001).  Further, Bowers (2008) raises the question of what 

role district leadership plays in district effectiveness and suggests in-depth qualitative 

studies may help explain a district's performance.  For this reason, I do not seek to 

address the effectiveness of superintendents within this dissertation.  Rather, I seek to 

help shed light on superintendent identity through providing district leadersô self-

perceptions and role expectations as identity and role performance appear to be linked 

(Burkes & Reitzes, 1981).  

 

Superintendent Research 

 Historical portrayals of the superintendent in the literature characterize the role as 

one occupied by nonpolitical, religious men (Tyack & Hansot, 1980).  In contrast, the 

superintendency now encompasses managerial as well as political facets and an interface 

with a governance body such as a school board or council (Brunner et al., 2002; 

Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Moreover, the role of the district and contemporary 

superintendent exists within an education reform context.  Kowalski et al. (2011) 

explained, 

By 2010, most superintendents and principals realized that their 

responsibilities in relation to school reform had expanded, requiring them to both 

design and carry out needed changes, specifically, they had become responsible 

for determining what needed to be improved and for deciding how improvement 

initiatives would be carried out.  (p. 1) 

 

However, until recently, education reform research has largely ignored the role of school 

district superintendent.  Given the paucity of research on the superintendent, I located 

conceptual and empirical literature, including published dissertations, to produce a 

contemporary representation of the school district chief executive. 
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Superint endent role. The role of the K-12 public school district superintendent 

has evolved into a specialized managerial position with requisite training, certifi cation, 

and an established career pathway (Glass, 1993; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Tyack & 

Hansot, 1980).  Within the education leadership li terature, the superintendentôs role has 

been conceptualized as teacher-scholar, business manager, statesman, applied social 

scientist, politician, and communicator (Brunner et al., 2002; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; 

Sharp & Walter, 2004).  Brunner et al. (2002) explored conceptualizations of the school 

district superintendent and focused on what they suggest is the rhetoric that defines 

superintendentsô responsibilities, priorities, and activities.  Additional contemporary 

li terature centers not only on the qualities of the superintendent, but also on the 

managerial and leadership functions (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 

Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003; Usdan & Cronin, 2003).  

Several authors have highlighted the role of district leaders in improving student learning 

(Cohen, Raudenbush, & Ball, 2003; Thompson et al., 2008).  However, in my review of 

the literature, I found no clear consensus on the role of the superintendent other than that 

of district leader (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004; 

Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Further, the definition of superintendent 

leadership in the literature is ambiguous, which is consistent with the larger education 

leadership literature base (Leithwood & Duke, 1998).  I analyzed both conceptual and 

empirical literature to develop an understanding of the school district superintendent as 

leader. 

 Conceptual literature. To ground my research, I sought contemporary 

conceptualizations of educational leadership using a keyword search strategy in Google 
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Scholar and databases including ERIC, ProQuest e-Journals, and Sage using the term 

ñeducation leadership.ò  Key authors, determined through the number of citations 

documented by Google Scholar, were reviewed to produce defini tions associated with 

educational leadership, especially the superintendency.  The goal of this conceptual 

literature search was to extract a definition of school district or superintendent leadership.  

Table 1 provides these key authorsô definitions for educational leadership beginning in 

2000.   

Table 1  

Education Leadership Definition 

Author(s) Definition or description 

Elmore 

(2000) 

ñAdministration in education, then, has come to mean not the 

management of instruction but the management of the structures and 

processes around instructionò (p. 6). 

 

Education leaders 

ñLeadership is the guidance and direction of instructional 

improvementò (p. 13). 

 

ñI have argued that standards-based reform poses problems of the 

deepest and most fundamental sort about how we think about the 

organization of schooling and the function of leaders in school 

systems and schoolséThis shift requires first, a redefinition of 

leadership, away from role-based conceptions and toward 

distributive views, and second, a clearer set of design principles to 

guide the practice of large scale improvementò (p. 35). 

 

Murphy 

(2002) 

School administration 

ñSchool leadership is defined in terms of three metaphors: moral 

steward, educator, and community builderò (p. 177).  

 

ñIn a rather dramatic shift from earlier times, school and district 

administrators will be asked to exercise intellectual leadership not as 

head teachers, but as head learnersò (p. 188). 

                                                                                             (continues) 
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Author(s) Definition or description 

Stein & 

Nelson 

(2003) 

Positional administrators/superintendents 

ñThere are a variety of ways to think about where leadership resides in 

educational organizations (e.g., distributed vs. positional theories). . . . 

In this article, we primarily deal with leaders in positional authorityò (p. 

425). 

 

ñDistrict leaders (superintendents and their deputies or assistant 

superintendents) as teachers (and leaders) and other adult professionals 

(principals, teachers, other central off ice staff) as the learnersò (p. 425). 

 

 ñEducational leadership, our review makes clear, comes from many 

sources, not just the óusual suspectsô ïsuperintendents and principalsò 

(p. 70). 

 

ñLike health, law, beauty, excellence and countless other complex 

concepts, efforts to define leadership too narrowly are more likely to 

trivialize than clarify its meaningò (p. 20). 

 

Hargreaves 

& Fink 

(2006) 

ñResponsible leadership is synonymous with socially just leadership 

and requires that school leaders ask themselves some tough questions.  

What imprint does your leadership leave on the surrounding 

communityôs scare resources of motivated students and talented 

teachers and leadersò (p. 18). 

 

The selected conceptual literature in Table 1 frames superintendent leadership 

within the context of school district and schools as well as the community.  Common to 

the definition of education leadership relevant to the superintendent is the notion of 

directing or guiding organizational learning as well as an educational enterprise.  

Additionally, the definition of education leadership for some authors (Hargreaves & Fink, 

2006; Murphy, 2002) is embedded within a community context.  In some instances, 

superintendent leadership appears to be defined within a context of distributed leadership 

(Elmore, 2000; Leithwood et al., 2004; Stein & Nelson, 2003) shared by principals and 

teachers as well as superintendents.  Also, some researchers explored the notion of 

leading as teaching (Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Murphy (2002) put forward 
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the definition of district leaders as ñhead learnersò (p. 188).  In the final analysis, a 

universally accepted definition of superintendent leadership did not emerge from my 

review of literature.   

There seems to be more agreement amongst the key authors reviewed regarding 

education leadership elements, components, or processes than in the definition of 

education leadership.  Table 2 summarizes components, elements, and processes 

highlighted within the works of key authors from the review of literature to generate an 

understanding of education leadership.  

Table 2  

Education Leadership Components and Processes 

Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 

Elmore (2000) 

 

ñLocal board members, system-level administrators, and school 

administrators perform the ritualistic tasks of organizing, 

budgeting, managing, and dealing with disruptions inside and 

outside the system, all in the name of creating and maintaining 

public confidence in the institutions of public educationò (p. 6). 

 

ñSuperintendents come and go based on their capacity to 

maintain a working majority on a relatively unstable elected 

board, rather than on their capacity to focus the institution on its 

core functions and make steady improvements over timeò (p. 8). 

 

 ñLeadership must create conditions that value learning as both an 

individual and collective good.  Leaders must create 

environments in which individuals expect to have their personal 

ideas and practices subjected to the scrutiny of their colleagues, 

and in which groups expect to have their shared conceptions of 

practice subjected to the scrutiny of individualsò (p. 20). 

 

ñLeaders must lead by modeling the values and behavior that 

represent collective goodsò (p. 21).   

                                                                                      (continues) 
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Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 

Murphy (2002) ñAs moral stewards, school leaders will be much more heavily 

invested in ñpurpose-definingò (Harlow, 1962, p. 61) activities 

and in ñreflective analysis and éactive interventionò (Bates, 

1984, p. 268) than simply in managing existing arrangementsò 

(p.186). 

Stein & Nelson 

(2003) 

ñNevertheless, as demands increase for them to improve teaching 

and learning in their schools, administrators must be able to know 

strong instruction when they see it, to encourage it when they 

donôt, and to set the conditions for continuous academic learning 

among their professional staffsò (p. 424). 

 

ñHence, the role of administrators-as-teachers (like the role of 

teachers in the classroom) is not one of transmitting knowledge, 

but of assuming responsibility for (a) understanding the learning 

needs of individuals; (b) arranging the interactive social 

environments that embody the right mix of expertise and 

appropriate tasks to spur learning; (c) putting the right mix of 

incentives and sanctions into the environment to motivate 

individuals to learn; and (d) ensuring that there are adequate 

resources available to support the learningò (p. 426). 

 

Leithwood, 

Louis, Anderson, 

& Wahlstrom 

(2004) 

 

ñLeaders play critical roles in identifying and supporting 

learning, structuring the social settings an mediating the external 

demandsò (p. 17).  

 

Hargreaves & 

Fink (2006) 

ñSocially just education leaders stretch beyond their individual 

schools, distributing their leadership and its effects across many 

different schools- strong and weak, black and white, rich and 

poorò (p. 18). 

 

The hardest part of sustainable leadership and improvement is the 

part that provokes us to think beyond our own schools and 

ourselves.  We need to perform not merely as managers of 

organizations or as professionals who produce performance 

results, but also as community members, citizens, and human 

beings who lead to serve and promote the good of all (p. 20). 

 

 

 Select literature from key thinkers in Table 2 focused on various elements, 

components, or processes associated with education leadership, including organizational 

or system management, budgeting, school board relations, and public relations (Elmore, 
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2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  Within Table 2, several authors also outlined processes 

related to directing learning practices: Elmore (2000), Leithwood et al. (2004), Murphy 

(2002), and Stein and Nelson (2003).  Additionally, there was also agreement among 

some authors regarding the need for morality or values-based leadership: Elmore (2000), 

Hargreaves and Fink (2006), and Murphy (2002).  In contrast to the other authors, 

Murphy (2002) outlined the process of defining organizational purpose and promoted 

analysis as well as intervention versus management.  Table 1 and Table 2 contribute to 

understanding how researchers have conceptualized educational leadership, specifically 

definitions, components, elements, or processes related to school district leaders.  

Although the conceptual literature contributed to an understanding of what 

superintendents do, the literature does not address their identity or influences on their 

leadership practices.  This represents evidence of a gap in the literature base that this 

study seeks to address. 

 Empirical litera ture. Although my review of conceptual literature proved helpful 

in depicting researchersô perspectives on education leadership applicable to school 

district superintendents, I must also give credence to empirical literature in this review, as 

it presented observations and accounts of superintendentsô experiences.  Consistent with 

the conceptual li terature regarding school district leadership, empirical literature does not 

offer a clear definition of leadership.  Johnson (1996) concluded,  

Leadership is often invoked as the solution to any and all problems.  

However, those who do so seldom define what leadership is, and superintendents 

who aspire to lead rarely find clear explanations of what they can expect from 

constituents or what they should do.  (p. xi) 

 

To address the lack of consensus within education leadership literature, my study 

integrated the theoretical and conceptual representations of the superintendent as leader 
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together with the lived experiences of my study participants to produce a more 

comprehensive portrait of superintendent leadership as well as leadership elements, 

components, and processes or practices. 

 Due to the lack of empirical literature by key authors and peer-reviewed 

publications regarding superintendentsô perceptions of themselves, their leadership, or 

influences, I searched for published dissertations as a means of broadening my 

examination of research on this topic (Boote & Beile, 2005).  In my search of the 

ProQuest database, I found 44 published dissertations related to superintendent 

leadership.  Of the dissertation studies I located, only nine studies centered on the role of 

the superintendent.  Consistent with the empirical literature reviewed, a few dissertations 

focused on the role of superintendents within instructional leadership (Karbula, 2009; 

Kultgen, 2010).  Meanwhile, Bolla (2010) concluded superintendents spent the majority 

of their time on public relations and politics. 

 Through a search of the ProQuest database using the key term ñsuperintendent 

perceptions,ò I identified 10 studies, however only five of the studies appeared relevant to 

my dissertation: Floyd (2009), Bolla (2010), Fairbanks-Schutz (2010), Fischer (2011), 

and Wiley (2011).  These researchers used checklists or surveys as well as case studies.  

But I did not find any relevant phenomenological or ethnographic research on the 

superintendentôs role or identity.  Additionally, these studies centered on superintendent 

perceptions as they related to specific reform initiatives.  Unrelated research provided a 

glimpse into the internal processes of the superintendent; however, these prior studies 

focused on issues including superintendentsô trust, job satisfaction, and job stress (Blair, 

2010; Floyd, 2009; Herron, 2009). 
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 Johnson (1996) went a step beyond the conceptual research of Honig and 

colleagues (Honig, 2003, 2006, 2012; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Honig & Copland, 2008; 

Honig & Venkateswaran, 2012) to address the critique of previous literature that excludes 

school district administrators by examining superintendents within the context of their 

school districts.  Johnsonôs (1996) landmark study of 12 superintendents helps develop an 

understanding of the nature of school district leadership within the context of education 

reform.  In her case studies of 12 superintendents, Johnson (1996) examined how 

superintendent leadership is exercised.  Also, Johnson (1996) highlighted how a sample 

of superintendents envisioned their leadership, their actions, and their constituentsô 

perceptions.  Her research provided a model of school district leadership focused on three 

types of superintendent leaders identified as effective: (a) educational, (b) political, and 

(c) managerial.  She concluded:  

The experiences of these superintendents demonstrate that all leadership is 

shaped by the overlapping contextsðhistorical, community, and organizationalð

in which it occurs.  Effective superintendents adjust deftly to changes in context, 

thus augmenting their chance to influence others. (Johnson, 1996, p. xii) 

 

Therefore, as superintendents play a role in education reform, within the context of 

district leadership, it is important to understand their identity, or role expectations and 

self-perceptions. 

 As in the conceptual literature, the empirical literature mostly portrays 

components, elements, or processes of educational leadership: superintendents as 

directing the educational enterprise of school districts, including organizational or system 

management, budgeting, school board relations, and public relations.  Studies have also 

portrayed the political aspects of the superintendency (Johnson, 1996; Lofton, 2010).  

Additionally, Daly et al. (2014) conceptualized the superintendentôs role as a broker.  In 
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addition, Kimberly (2008) depicted the superintendent as a community builder, consistent 

with some of the conceptual literature that defined education leadership as embedded 

within a societal context (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Murphy, 2002).  Moreover, Daly and 

Finnigan (2011, 2012) found that superintendents play an important role in education 

reform by considering relational linkages and the way these structures support or hinder 

reform efforts within a district.  Daly and Finnigan (2011, 2012) contributed to 

understanding superintendentôs leadership in a reform context by highlighting the 

relational linkages through which education reform flows.  Nevertheless, the portrait of 

superintendent leadership that emerges from the empirical literature is insufficient for the 

development of a complex understanding the superintendent as leader, as it neglects the 

identity of the district chief executive.   

 The select empirical studies I reviewed that focused on elements, components, or 

processes associated with education leadership used surveys and case studies to 

document the work of school district superintendents (Bredeson et al., 2011; Crowson, 

1987; Glass, 1992; Johnson, 1996; Karbula, 2009; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Ornstein, 

2005).  For example, Johnson (1996) depicted elements of the superintendency through 

case studies and highlighted the significance of the superintendent as leader:  

Many believe that a strong superintendent can be a champion of reform, 

assessing a districtôs needs, devising solutions to its problems, taking charge of its 

policies and practices, providing support to principals intent on improving their 

schools, inspiring confidence among teachers, and ensuring compliance by the 

reluctant and the recalcitrant.  The dismissal of an ineffective superintendent is 

thought to mark the end of bad times; the appointment of a new superintendent is 

heralded as the beginning of a new age.  (p. xi) 

 

Nevertheless, I found no published phenomenological or ethnological studies to add to 

my understanding of superintendents or the ways these leaders make sense of their roles.   
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 Processes related to school district leadership were portrayed in the empirical 

research, similar to the conceptual literature, included directing learning practices 

(Charlton, 2009; Devono, 2009; Fairbanks-Schutz, 2010; Karbula, 2009; Kultgen, 2010; 

Neale, 2010; Sawyer, 2010; Wiley, 2011; Wright, 2009).  Correspondingly, research 

published by the Council of Great City Schools (Casserly et al., 2011) attributed 

improvement in outcomes to leadership rather than a common curriculum or program in 

an analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress findings.  Further, in a 

working paper that presents their meta-analysis, Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2003) 

isolated the effect of district leaders on student achievement.  However, Wiley (2011) did 

not find a relationship between superintendent behavior and the academic achievement of 

students, and Hart and Ogawa (1987) conducted an empirical study and found evidence 

of only a small influence of superintendents on academic achievement within their 

districts. 

 Taken together, published dissertations and peer-reviewed empirical studies, as 

well as the research of key authors, contribute to understanding the superintendent from 

othersô definitions of their leadership and components, elements, or processes related to 

educational leadership.  Although the empirical literature contributes to an understanding 

of what superintendents do, as with the conceptual literature, it does not address self-

perceptions or role expectations of the individuals are who occupy the position of 

superintendent and wield significant organizational as well as political power.  Johnson 

(1996) provided portraits of superintendents, but she did not focus on superintendentsô 

identities.  The purpose of this dissertation was to extend Johnsonôs work toward 
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understanding the self-perceptions and role expectations of school district chief 

executives. 

 

Summary 

 Despite critiques of the monolithic image of school districts in education 

discourse (Bowers, 2010, 2015; Honig, 2008; Spillane, 1998), and attempts to call 

attention to individual actors within these organizations (Bowers, 2008; Elmore & 

Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Johnson, 1996; OôDay & Quick, 

2009; Spillane, 1998), I pointed out that superintendent identity has been overlooked.  

Existing literature provides only a limited perspective of the superintendency.  Key 

conceptual thinkers define the superintendent as director, guide, or chief teacher of 

administrators within the school district (Elmore, 2000; Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 

2002).  Major elements, components, or processes associated with education leadership 

within the conceptual literature include organizational or system management, budgeting, 

school board relations, and public relations (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006), as 

well as directing learning practices (Elmore, 2000; Murphy, 2002; Leithwood et al., 

2004; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Most empirical studies offering a superintendent 

perspective include only the superintendentôs views on specific issues along with othersô 

perspectives of the district leaderôs practices.  The literature does not include a lens for 

understanding the identities of individuals carrying out the responsibiliti es of the 

superintendency.   

 The existing conceptual and empirical literature presents portraits of what 

superintendents do rather than self-perceptions or role expectations of these individuals 

who possess the ultimate responsibili ty for implementing education reform policy and 
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managing educational enterprises that dwarf many corporate entities.  Two goals of this 

review are to conceptualize superintendent identity grounded by identity theory literature 

and provide a preliminary framework for understanding school district superintendents.  

These goals do not implicitly correspond with education leadership discourse centered on 

effective district leadership, as I am not concerned with characteristics of effectiveness, 

such as research focused on Anthony Alvarado, former superintendent of New York 

Cityôs District #2 and Chancellor of Instruction for San Diego City Schools (Elmore & 

Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; OôDay & Quick, 2009).  Rather than investigating district 

chief executivesô personalities or behaviors, my dissertation research focused on 

superintendent identity as well as its intersections with leadership practices and 

influences as a means of contributing to the effective district leadership equation by 

presenting a variable not included in other calculations.  This dissertation also highlights 

how superintendents conceptualize their role in education reform and make sense of their 

experiences, as well as this influence on their practices.   

 

Superintendent Identity  

 

Overview 

 Identity is an important consideration in developing an understanding of 

superintendents for numerous reasons.  First, identity represents personal attributes 

(Hoelter, 1985).  These attributes are what superintendents bring to bear in carrying out 

their responsibilities.  Second, identity influences behavior or practices (Burke & Reitzes, 

1981; Cast, 2003).  The leadership behaviors or practices of superintendents affect not 

only school district administrators, school boards, and students, but also communities and 
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ultimately the nation.  Third, identity represents an individualôs perception of himself or 

herself within a role (Swann & Giuliano, 1987).  Hence, it is essential to appreciate 

superintendentsô self-perceptions.  In other words, superintendent identity must be 

understood because district chief executivesô self-perceptions and role expectations 

related to the superintendency influence their practices or behavior.  Musella and 

Leithwood (1990) highlighted the paucity of research on educational chief executive 

officersô (CEOsô) values and underscored the attention to rational rather than internal 

processes in previous literature.  The authors contend that internal processes influence the 

practices or behavior of superintendents.  My position is that values, beliefs, and 

philosophies are representations of the school district leaderôs superintendent identity.  

Hence, this dissertation study sought to add to what is known about internal processes, 

specifically the superintendent identity of school district chief executives.  

 

Identity 

 Given my interest in learning about the superintendent identity of study 

participants, initially I contemplated using social or role identity as a lens.  However, 

Stets and Burke (2000) noted, ñIdentity theory and social identity theory have more 

points of overlap than differences in their understanding of the selfò (p. 224) and 

recommended the theories be unified.  Stets and Burke (2002) also pointed out that the 

basis of identity within identity theory is roles.  This further supported my selection of 

identity theory for my investigation of superintendent identity. Meanwhile, within role 

identity theory, researchers are concerned with the correspondence between meanings 

and behaviors individuals ascribe to a role, while my dissertation centers on participantsô 

shared meaning ascribed to themselves as superintendents.  Therefore, for this 
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dissertation study I used identity theory as my theoretical lens rather than role identity 

theory.  At the same time, using the lens of identity theory, through my study I 

investigated leadership practices as well as identity which is comprised of role 

expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-perceptions (Thoits, 2003).   

Within education literature researchers have used the lens of dialogical self theory 

(Fecho & Clifton, 2017), to investigate social and cultural identity within the classroom.  

For example Fecho and Clifton focused on the intersection of student and teacher culture 

as well as identity within the classroom in relationship to learning.  However, for my 

dissertation study of 6 white Massachusetts superintendents, I chose to use the lens of 

identity theory, specifically its focus on the intersection of role and identity. Later, within 

the Discussion and Implications sections, I will further address issues related to social 

identity that were not explicitly investigated through my study. 

A keyword search in Google Scholar to scan available knowledge on identity 

theory identified articles in the ERIC, ProQuest e-Journals, and Sage databases.  I also 

reviewed the reference lists of articles and related research within journals and books to 

identify additional citations.  Priority was given to articles available within the Columbia 

University library database.  Articles included in this literature review were also selected 

based on relevance to my research questions, repetition of the source citation within 

related literature, and the reach of the authors as determined through the number of 

citations documented by Google Scholar.  Table 3 provides a sequential view of 

definitions for identity in select sociology literature from 1981 to 2003. 

 Identity theory draws on the sociological and social psychological research of 

George Mead and his development of the framework regarding the concepts of self 
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(Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Hoelter, 1985; Stryker & Burke, 2000; Swann & Giuliano, 

1987).  In the sociological literature, identity is presented from various perspectives 

(Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003; Collier, 2001; Hoelter, 1985; Stryker & Burke, 

2000; Swann & Giuliano, 1987; Thoits, 2003).  Theorists have conceptualized identity as 

meanings used to characterize oneself within a role (Burke & Reitzes, 1981), definitions 

given to self through membership in a group (Hoelter, 1983), the meaning attached to a 

role or internalized role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000), and a position viewed as 

self-descriptive (Thoits, 2003).  The selected literature reviewed in Table 3 assisted in 

developing a working definition of identity within my conceptual framework for this 

dissertation.   

 

Table 3  

Identity Definition 

Author(s) Definition or description 

Burke & 

Reitzes 

(1981) 

Identity and role performance linked 

ñThe relationship between identity (self) and behavior is complex and 

probably reciprocalò (p. 83). 

 

ñTo reiterate, a role/identity is a set of meanings that are taken to 

characterize the self -in-roleò (p. 85). 

 

Hoelter  

(1985) 

ñOn the basis of our definition of identity, which refers solely to self -

definitions arising from group memberships (thus departing from the 

Burke & Tully model)ò (p. 1394). 

 

Swann & 

Giuliano, 

(1987) 

Identity in a social context  

ñIt is difficult to imagine how we can ever attain a full understanding 

of either other-perception or self-perception without understanding the 

process of identity negotiation, as this process may well be the major 

mechanism through which we come to understand ourselves and those 

around usò (p. 1048).                                                               

                                                                                              (continues) 
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Stryker & 

Burke 

(2000) 

ñParts of a self  composed of the meanings that persons attach to the 

multiple roles they typically play in highly differentiated 

contemporary societiesò (p. 284). 

 

ñSelvesò (quoting James, 1890); ñidentities are internalized role 

expectationsò (p. 286). 

 

Collier 

(2001) 

Identity formation tied to role use 

 

 ñSociological study of the self has focused on the relationship between 

role and identity as the key to explaining how the individual is 

connected to the larger social structure. . . . Identities are reflexively 

applied cognitions in the form of answers to the question óWhom [sic] 

am I?ô  Individuals answer this question by stating positions in the 

organized structure of relationships that they occupy and their social 

roles attached to these positionsò (p. 217). 

 

Thoits 

(2003) 

 

ñPositions in the social structure that individuals viewed as self-

descriptiveò (p. 184) 

Cast (2003) ñTherefore, in the most general scenario, identities serve as behavioral 

guides for individuals (Burke 1991; Foote 1951)ò (p. 43). 

 

   

The selected literature framed the concept of identity within a social or group 

Common to the definitions of identity is the notion of the self.  From the literature 

presented in Table 3, the concept of identity can be categorized as (a) key to 

understanding self and others (Swann & Giuliano, 1987), (b) a behavioral guide (Cast, 

2003), (c) tied to role use or performance (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Collier, 2001; Stryker 

& Burke, 2000), and (d) situated within a social context (Hoelter, 1983; Thoits, 2003).  

Table 4 summarizes components, elements, and processes highlighted within identity 

research. 
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Table 4  

Identity Components and Processes 

Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 

Burke & 

Reitzes (1981) 

Multiple role/identities: 

ñSince most role/identities exist within a context of multiple 

Counter-role/identities, there are multiple dimensions of meaning 

that are relevant in distinguishing among themò (p. 91). 

 

Identity formed and maintained through a social process: 

ñThe link between identity and performance is through common 

meanings.  The meanings of the self (as object) are established and 

assessed in terms of the meanings of the performances generated by 

that self (as subject) within the culture of the situationò (p. 85). 

 

 Two-way process of translating self-concept into behavioral 

performance: 

ñWe are saying that the self operates in choosing behaviors and that 

the behaviors reinforce and interactional support the selfò (p. 84). 

 

 Link between identity and role performance: 

ñThrough this process individuals monitor their own behavior in 

terms of the implied meaning of that behavior, where the relevant 

dimensions of meaning are those that distinguish the individualôs 

role/identity from counter-role/identities. In order to be (some 

identity), one must act like (some identity)éIdentities influence the 

choices made.  The activity that results from the choice has meanings 

that correspond to, reinforce, and display the identity meanings of the 

individual.  The choices can exist at the level of roles (cf. the 

discussion of role selection by Backman and Secord, 1968), or at the 

level of items of behavior within roleséor at even a more micro-

level, where the choices exist in the manner in which any activity is 

performedò (pp. 90-91). 

 

Hoelter (1985) Identities as positional elements located within a dimensional space:  

ñA role (e.g., student, worker, spouse) one engages in (and its 

corresponding identity) derives its meaning from several empirically 

derived, semantic dimensions (e.g., responsibility, evaluation).  

Several dimensions of meaning can be obtained for an identity . . . 

the meaning of any given identity is multidimensionalò (p. 1394).  

(continues) 
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Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 

 Identities correspond to personal attributes: 

ñNot only is the self conceived as being differentiated with respect to 

identities, but identities are considered to be differentiated with 

respect to a variety of meaning dimensions.  If we conceive of these 

meaning dimensions used for locating identities in terms of personal 

attributes, we have a dimensional system with the potential to capture 

a great deal of information relevant to self-conceptionò (pp. 1392-

1393).  

 

Roles emerge from social relationships within groups: 

ñIn terms of developing an appropriate set of meaning dimensions 

for locating identities, it seems proper to select dimensions arising 

from the group experience or, more specifically, the social relationò 

(p. 1394). 

 

Swann & 

Giuliano 

(1987) 

Identity negotiation process: 

ñThe central notion is that targets want perceivers to see them as they 

see themselves, an idea that was advanced by Lecky (1945) and has 

since been elaborated by several others, most notably Carson (1969), 

Harvey, Hunt, and Schroder (1961), and especially Secord and 

Backman (1965).  The self-verification formulation (Swann, 1983, 

1985) represents a synthesis and extension of these earlier worksò (p. 

1038). 

 

Stryker & 

Burke (2000) 

Integration of two complementary components of identity theory: 

(a) ñsocial structural sources of identityò and (b) ñinternal, cognitive 

identity processesò (p. 288). 

 

Element of multiple identities: 

ñConception of self composed of multiple identities tied to 

participation in networks of social relationships or in groups with 

potentially different agendas and expectations for members, each 

affected by perceptions relevant to the self.  This conception 

visualizes the possibility, even the likelihood, of competition among 

identities.  By recognizing the interplay of multiple identities, an 

analyst can account for variation in personsô participation in social 

movements by reference to ways in which commitments and 

identities reinforce, conflict with, or are independent of one anotherò 

(p. 291). 

(continues) 
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Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 

 Strategies of self-verification: 

ñ(1) behavioral activities, and (2) cognitive processes behavioral 

activities: developing a self-confirmatory opportunity structure, 

selective interaction, displaying identity cues, and interaction 

strategiesò (pp. 1039ï1041).  

 

ñCognitive processes: preferential attention, selective encoding and 

retrieval, and selective interpretationò (p. 1041). 

 

Collier (2001) Identity formation elements or components: 

ñThe differentiated model differs from earlier work on reference 

groups in two critical areas.  First, not all potential reference groups 

have the same influence on identity formation.  I propose that the 

interaction with others that results in role identification must take 

place within a referent group, not just of ósimilar othersô (Alexander 

and Wiley 1981:275), but of similar others for whom the role is 

ñrealò based on their experience in using the role as a resource to get 

actual group-valued tasks accomplished.  Second, different reference 

groups may employ different versions of the same role as standards 

for identity formationò (p. 220). 

 

ñIdentity formation process: (1) compare self with role standard for 

reference group (2) ñstandard adjustmentò or role-related actions 

based on perceived discrepancy (3) interaction with reference group 

(4) self-referent feedback (5) revise comparison of self and roleò (pp. 

222-223). 

 

Cast (2003) Influence of behavior on formation of identity: 

ñNot only do we see that identities and behavior have an impact on 

behavior, but they also impact individualsô identitiesò (p. 49) 

 

ñBy incorporating the possibility or the idea that identities and 

behavior are reciprocally linked to each other, a picture of the self as 

a complex and truly dynamic process is clearerò (p. 51). 

(continues) 
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Author(s) Components, elements, and processes 

Thoits (2003) Personal agency and multiple role-identities: 

 [contrast to Strykerôs and Burkeôs (2000) identity theory] 

ñIndividuals are active agents in their own lives. . . . I suggest that 

individuals who possess more of such personal and well-being 

resources are more effective in pursuing their values or goals.  

Effective action in turn should result in the accumulation of more 

role-identities, both obligatory (e.g., spouse, parent, worker) and 

voluntary (e.g., community volunteer, church member, friend).  

Some studies indicate that people select themselves into marriage 

and employment partly on the basis of their personality 

characteristics, interpersonal skills, and physical and mental health 

(Rodgers & Mann, 1993; Ross & Mirowsky, 1995; Thoits, 1994; 

Turner & Gartrell, 1978) Because voluntary identities are adopted by 

choice, personal agency is obviously involved in such role 

acquisitionò (pp. 179-182). 

 

Identity acquisition/change process: 

ñIn keeping with the idiosyncratic and renegotiable nature of the self 

suggested by McCall and Simmons (1978), that people acquire, 

relinquish, and change role-identities not only because they seek 

social rewards (or are painfully failing to meet internalized 

standards), but because they want to try something new, they want 

different challenges, they find new interests, they want to grow as 

persons, or, in relinquishing roles, they just need some free time for 

themselves.  Role-identity performances generate personality and 

well-being resources that can be used and elaborated across a variety 

of activity domains that can facilitate deliberate changes made for 

reasons other than social approval or prestige, and even despite social 

disapproval and sanctionsò (p. 192). 

 

 

To summarize, the four major components of identity presented in Table 4 were 

(a) obligatory (Thoits, 2003), (b) internal (Stryker & Burke, 2000), (c) external influences 

(Stryker & Burke, 2000), and (d) link to social relationships or groups (Stryker & Burke, 

2000).  These components were useful for developing my conceptualization of 

superintendent identity discussed within a later section of this literature review. 

In the final analysis, identity also had 4 major elements: (a) situational (Burke & Reitzes, 

1981), (b) multidimensional (Hoelter, 1985), (c) corresponding to roles (Hoelter, 1985), 
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and (d) linked to social relationships within groups (Stryker & Burke, 2000).  

Additionally, theorists described the position of worker as an identity (Hoelter, 1985; 

Thoits, 2003).  Moreover, Thoits (2003) cited studies suggesting that people select 

employment in part based on personal attributes or characteristics.  This supported my 

investigation into individualsô identities within the role of superintendent. However, 

personality characteristics were outside the scope of this study. 

The literature presented in Table 4 outlined processes related to identity, including 

identity formation, negotiation, acquisition, or change (Cast, 2003; Collier, 2001; Stryker 

& Burke, 2000; Swann & Giuliano, 1987; Thoits, 2003).  The identity negotiation 

process is described as self-verification (Swann & Giuliano, 1987).  Similarly, the 

identity formation process involves individuals using their role to pursue goals valued by 

a referent group (Collier, 2001).  Furthermore, Cast (2003) found that 2 years is sufficient 

for transitioning into a role and developing an identity.  The 2-year time frame identified 

by Cast (2003) was used as a criterion in my selection of study participants for this 

dissertation research to ensure sufficient time for their transitioning into the role of school 

district superintendent.  Participant selection is discussed further in the Methodology 

chapter.   

In Table 4, I also pointed to how theorists discussed the reciprocal relationship 

between behavior and identity.  Cast (2003) studied the relationship between behavior 

and identity with a sample of newlywed couples and concluded, ñNot only do we see that 

identities and behavior have an impact on behavior, but they also impact individualsô 

identitiesò (p. 49).  Further, Burke and Reitzes (1981) explained, ñIdentities influence the 

choices madeò (pp. 90-91). In summary, identity is involved in behavioral choices. 
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Meanwhile, behaviors reinforce identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003).  

Additionally, Thoits (2003) highlighted that individuals acquire roles for many reasons, 

including pursuit of social rewards, failure to live up to their standards, desiring a new 

experience, challenge, or personal growth.  Understanding the processes related to 

identity was essential to my investigation of superintendentsô identities and ultimately 

appreciating influences on their practices or behavior. 

 This selection of literature was examined to ground my conceptual framework for 

superintendent identity.  The selected literature presented in Tables 3 and 4 validates my 

conceptualization of superintendent identity as an influence on the district chief 

executiveôs behavior or leadership practices.  Since the literature indicates position or 

roles corresponding to identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Collier, 2001; Stryker & Burke, 

2000), the theoretical lens of identity theory was useful for developing a 

conceptualization of superintendent identity to inform my investigation into the self-

perceptions and role expectations of district chief executives.   

 

Superintendent Identity Conceptualization 

 Given the literature reviewed regarding the definition and formation or acquisition 

of identity, identity theory appears beneficial for developing an understanding of school 

district superintendents.  Figure 1 presents my emerging conceptualization of 

superintendent identity grounded by the work of identity theorists.  This 

conceptualization was used within the framework guiding my dissertation research.  

Elements of identity from different theoristsô conceptualizations were used in my 

superintendent identity framework: (a) external influences (Hoelter, 1983; Thoits, 2003), 

(b) reference group (Collier, 2001), (c) superintendent identity including role 
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expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-perception (Thoits, 2003), and (d) 

leadership practices (Cast, 2003; Burke & Reitzes, 1981).  

 
Figure 1. Superintendent identity. 

 

 Figure 1 depicts superintendent identity as situated within the context of external 

influences and beneath the surface of a superintendentôs leadership practices.  This 

framework highlights the context as well as the influences that shape superintendent 

leadership practices.  Further, I conceptualize superintendent leadership practices as a 

manifestation of superintendent identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003).  Given the 

literature of identity theorists I reviewed, school district chief executives most likely 

make sense of the superintendency through their self -perceptions and role expectations as 
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superintendents.  Further, how district chief executives describe and understand the 

superintendent identity may be relevant to their superintendent leadership practices.  The 

intent of my study was to investigate internal and external influences on superintendent 

identity, specifically from a sample of district administratorsô perceptions regarding the 

environmental context as well  as potential influences of professional training, prior 

experiences, or other factors.  Heretofore superintendent identity, as well as its 

intersections with leadership practices and influences, has been absent from effective 

district leadership discourse. While this dissertation intentionally ignores the issue of 

superintendent effectiveness, my hope is to contribute to this discourse, by investigating 

self-perceptions and role expectations that influenced these district chief executivesô 

leadership practices or behavior.  Although within all professions individuals possess an 

identity as a worker (Thoits, 2003), my argument is that superintendent identity 

represents a significant line of inquiry given few other workersô identities critically 

impact the future of children, communities, and ultimately the nation. Therefore, this 

dissertation offers a significant contribution to the education leadership literature.  Now, I 

will discuss each component separately as I further explore my conceptualization of 

superintendent identity. 

 External influences. Stryker and Burke (2000) explained that there are two 

complementary components of identity: (a) ñsocial structural sourcesò (p. 288) and (b) 

ñinternal cognitive identity processesò (p. 288).  I conceptualized the ñsocial structural 

sourcesò as external influences.  There are many environmental factors associated with 

the superintendency that I conceptualize as external influences, including education 

reform.  The conceptualization that emerged from my review of identity theory research 
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presupposes the superintendentôs role within a school district is influenced in some way 

by the environmental context of education reform.  Further, the context of education 

reform may influence superintendentsô leadership practices.  Although I explored the 

context of education reform, it is important to note that my dissertation research did not 

include quantitative methods aimed at determining the causality of superintendent 

behaviors related to education reform. 

 This study also examined other external influences on superintendent identity, 

including training.  Traditional preparation for school district leadership roles, in most 

cases, has included years of graduate school course work, practical experience, and 

administrative certification.  A doctorate in education is often a requirement for 

superintendents.  As such, training may have an influence on the superintendent identity.  

External influences will  be reexamined and possibly modified in the analysis section. 

 Reference group.  From the literature, it can be inferred that superintendent 

identity is formed, in part, by looking within a district chief executiveôs reference group 

for role models to measure up against.  Collier (2001) explained,  

I propose that the interaction with others that results in role identification 

must take place within a referent group, not just of ñsimilar otherò (Alexander and 

Wiley 1981:275), but of similar others for whom the role is ñrealò based on their 

experience in using the role as a resource to get actual group-valued tasks 

accomplished.  (p. 220) 

 

That is to say, the identity formation process involves individuals comparing themselves 

to a reference group.  Accordingly, superintendent identity may be influenced by looking 

to others who have previously served or are serving in the position of school district chief 

executives.  It is important to appreciate the influence of the reference group in 

understanding superintendentsô behavior or leadership practices. 
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 Superintendent identity. Within my conceptualization of superintendent identity 

are role expectations and self-perceptions.  According to Burke and Reitzes (1981), ñIn 

order to be (some identity), one must act like (some identity)ò (pp. 90-91).  In essence, 

superintendents perceive themselves as whatever they conceptualize as a superintendent.  

Likewise, my conceptualization of superintendent identity presupposes that as an 

individual becomes a district chief executive, expectations of the district leadership role 

guide their actions.   

 Role expectations. Role expectations are important to understanding 

superintendent identity.  Stryker and Burke (2000) defined identities as ñinternalized role 

expectationsò (p. 286).  I suspect leadership models popularized in education circles and 

training contributed to the development of role expectations that guide the actions of 

superintendents.  Northouse (2013) provided a comprehensive overview of the history of 

leadership theories and summarized approaches to leadership, including trait approach, 

skills approach, style approach, situational approach, and psychodynamic approach.  

Also, Northouse (2013) highlighted new and emerging theories, including 

transformational leadership, servant leadership, authentic leadership, and team leadership.  

Additionally, Leithwood and Duke (1998) classified the notion later popularized in 

education as distributive leadership.  Leadership practice models in the education 

literature have historically focused on the roles of the principal or superintendent.  In my 

research, I was interested in learning how these popularized leadership theories informed 

the superintendent identity of study participants. 

 Ultimately role expectations are important to understanding influences on 

superintendent identity as manifested by superintendent leadership practices.  I 
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hypothesized, if training influences superintendent identity, then developing an 

understanding of the role expectations of my study participants as superintendents would 

be significant to understanding their superintendent leadership practices.  Participantsô 

perceptions of influences to superintendent identity are addressed within the Findings 

chapter.   

 Self-perceptions. Within my conceptualization of superintendent identity, self-

perceptions are depicted as an internal component.  Thoits (2003) defined identity as 

ñpositions in the social structure that individuals viewed as self-descriptiveò (p. 184).  

Further, Collier (2001) explained, ñIdentities are reflexively applied cognitions in the 

form of answers to the question óWhom [sic] am I?ôò (p. 217).  Self -perceptions are an 

integral part of understanding an individualôs identity, which supports my use of self-

perceptions rather than perceptions of others within the conceptualization of 

superintendent identity as the emphasis for this study. A literature search for research 

related to superintendent identity produced no publications relevant to this study.  Given 

the dearth of literature focused on superintendentsô self-perceptions, this dissertation 

study sought to understand participantsô views of themselves as district chief executives 

and how they make sense of the superintendency.  Understanding these educational 

administratorsô perspectives is important, as superintendents wield significant influence 

within the school district, community, and society. 

 Leadership practices. Select literature reviewed in Tables 3 and 4 indicated the 

influence of identity on behavior (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Collier, 2001; Stryker & 

Burke, 2000).  For example, Cast (2003) asserted, ñIdentities and behavior are 

reciprocally linkedò (p. 51).  Correspondingly, in a published dissertation on the role of 
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the superintendent in academic achievement, Karbula (2009) found the core beliefs of the 

superintendent were connected to behaviors and decision making regarding instructional 

leadership.   

Posner and Kouzesô (1988) conceptualization of leadership practices was used 

within this dissertation study.  These authorsô framework underlying their Leadership 

Practices Inventory (LPI) was useful for defining the behavior, leadership practices, or 

manifestations of superintendentsô identities at the center of my investigation (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2007; Posner & Kouzes, 1988, 1993, 1994).  This dissertation study includes 

superintendents behaviors or practices identified within the LPI instrument as leadership 

practices deemed successful by researchers: challenging the process, inspiring a shared 

vision, enabling others to act, modeling the way, and encouraging the heart.  

Furthermore, I selected the LPI instrument given its the framework underlying that 

includes a synthesis of leadership theories, including elements of some competency 

models.  Moreover, LPI appealed to me because it has been used in both education and 

noneducation sector research. 

Through an analysis of my participantsô self-perceptions and role expectations as 

district chief executives, I wil l illuminate the influence of superintendent identity on 

superintendent leadership practices.  While much of the literature regarding the 

superintendent focuses on determining the effectiveness of leadership practices, I believe 

researchers are remiss in overlooking the superintendent identity of district chief 

executives.  Only when the shared meaning superintendents ascribe to the 

superintendency is understood, including role expectations and self-perceptions as 
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superintendents, will more complex theories of transformation inclusive of effective 

district leadership practices emerge (Bowers, 2015).   

Summary 

 The selected li terature presented in this review supported my conceptualization of 

superintendent identity.  Further, the literature I reviewed validated the importance of 

superintendent identity as an influence on superintendent behavior or leadership 

practices.  From the selected literature on identity, I demonstrated how the school district 

chief executiveôs self-perceptions are a window to superintendent identity.  Further, how 

district chief executives describe and understand superintendent identity may contribute 

to a greater understanding of superintendent leadership practices, resulting in more 

complex theories of transformation given appeals from researchers (Bowers, 2015; 

Leithwood, 1995). 

 This dissertation study investigated whether participants perceived personal 

attributes, education reform, professional training, or other factors such as geography or 

prior experiences as influencing their identities as superintendents.  Because identity 

guides behavior, establishing the leadership influences of public school district chief 

executives is important in the process of appreciating the identities of these leaders as 

superintendents and explaining their practices as well as contributions to the 

transformation of the systems they lead.  Further, the conceptualization I presented in 

Figure 1 is essential to understanding the superintendent and explaining superintendent 

leadership practices.   
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Understanding the Superintendent 

 

Overview 

 Understanding the school district superintendent is important for several reasons.  

First, superintendents wield a significant position of responsibility.  Superintendentsô 

leadership extends not only to the school district, but also within the community and 

political arena.  Second, superintendent leadership is arguably an important factor in the 

transformation of educational systems (Fullan, 2010; Gallucci, Knapp, Markholt, &  Ort, 

2007; Smith & OôDay, 1991), as these district chief executives are charged with 

overseeing school districts.  Superintendents are ultimately responsible for implementing 

educational policy at the district level.  Given the organizational and political significance 

of the superintendent, it is surprising that researchers have not given more attention to 

understanding these educational administrators. 

 If leadership matters in educational administration theory and practice, then it 

follows that superintendents are significant to this discourse.  Glass (1993) asserted, 

It is not likely that Americaôs schools can restructure, reorganize and 

revitalize the educational process in the absence of clear executive leadership 

given by the superintendency. For this reason alone, the current and potential role 

of the superintendency and its future prospects is of more than passing concern to 

the education profession.  Until recently a general lack of cumulative research 

findings about the nature of the superintendency, its demographics and 

composition, served to inhibit personnel planning.  (pp. 38-39) 

 

This underscores that the superintendent has the potential to influence the sustainability 

or transformation of public education. 

The motivation for this dissertation study was to add to what is known about the 

public school district superintendent through district leadersô self-perceptions regarding 
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their roles as well as the context of education reform.  Johnson (1996) considered 

superintendentsô leadership within the context of their districts and community to provide 

a greater ñunderstanding of what leadership looks like in practiceò (p. xiii).  Specifically, 

her study considered the context and responses to superintendentsô leadership.  Through 

my dissertation research, I seek to extend Johnsonôs work toward understanding school 

district leaders.  However, while Johnson focused on what 12 new superintendents did to 

foster their leadership and the responses of their district communities, I seek to bring an 

understanding of superintendent identity, specifically. how these district leaders perceive 

their role, and the influences on their identities as superintendents that in turn guide their 

practices.  Education leadership literature will benefit from the development of a greater 

appreciation of the district chief executive, specifically superintendent identity, a missing 

element within theories of transformation.  Moreover, absent the inclusion of 

superintendent identity, theories of transformation are incomplete and will  only lead to 

partial explanations of effective leadership. 

 
Frameworks for Understanding Superintendents 

 Besides adding to the literature focused on what superintendents do, Musella and 

Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995) contributed to a broader understanding of 

school district leaders. In the process of investigating educational leadership, these 

authors highlight the fact that the internal aspect of school district chief executives was 

missing from the discourse.  Musella and Leithwood (1990) asserted,  

Indeed, the goal of improving CEOôs contributions to their school systems 

depends more precisely not just on knowledge of what CEOs do but a fuller 

appreciation of (a) how variations in CEOsô internal processes are related to 

variations in CEOsô practices; and (b) how such variations in practices affect the 

nature and extent of impact that CEOs have on their school systems.  (p. 10) 
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In other words, superintendents bring their thoughts about their role, values, beliefs, and 

philosophies to their work.  Hence, understanding superintendentsô internal processes or 

superintendent identity is important to the investigation of superintendent leadership 

practices.  The issue of variation in district chief executivesô self-perceptions or role 

expectations as superintendents, while a concern connected to effective district leadership 

discourse, is outside the scope of this study.  Further, I contended that before attending to 

effectiveness or variations in superintendent leadership, first there must be an 

understanding of the superintendent identity and its relationship to leadership practices.  

Additionally, while the average parent or teacher may only be concerned with what 

manifests as a district chief executiveôs decision-making and leadership practices related 

to their student or classroom, a missing research variable for considering how to impact 

policy as well  as practice at the systems level is superintendent identity.   

 In Musella and Leithwoodôs (1990) Toward better understanding Canadian CEOs, 

they presented a framework for understanding the nature, causes and consequences of 

what CEOs do (see Figure 2). Also, Leithwood (1995) provided a similar, yet distinct, 

framework for understanding school district leadership (see Figure 3).  Several authors 

have cited Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995), but none of the 

available literature extends the two frameworks to superintendents in the United States to 

develop an understanding of superintendent identity.  This was a motivating factor for my 

construction of a framework to understand superintendents. 
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Figure 2. A framework for understanding school system administration. Adapted from 

Musella and Leithwood (1990). 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Framework for understanding school district leadership. Adapted from 

Leithwood (1995). 

 

 

Figure 4 presents my preliminary framework for understanding superintendents 

grounded by my conceptualization of superintendent identity and informed by the 

frameworks of Musella and Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  The simplistic 

preliminary framework I present here was developed to guide my research on the 

superintendent and did not assume the district or student was important to understanding 
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the district leader.  However, the framework is readdressed in the Discussion chapter and 

incorporates additional elements identified through my research. 

 
Figure 4. Framework for understanding superintendents. 

 Next, I discuss each component of my framework for understanding 

superintendents separately (see Figure 4).  The review of literature related to identity 

theory and superintendent leadership supports the components of my framework.  This 

section of the literature review includes an analysis of the limited available evidence 

relevant to the components of the framework presented in Figure 4: (a) external 

influences, (b) superintendent identity, and (c) superintendent leadership practices.  

The Superintendentôs external infl uences.  External influences were presented 

as part of my conceptualization of superintendent identity (see Figure 1) grounded by the 

work of identity theorists.  Consistent with Stryker and Burke (2000), I considered 

superintendent identity as influenced externally and subsequently influencing a 

superintendentôs practices.  Environmental factors associated with school district 
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leadership are conceptualized within this component of my framework as external 

influences.   

Relevant prior literature regarding the superintendentôs external influences 

included both empiri cal studies and conceptual articles.  Fourteen articles were in the 

literature base related to the external influences specif ically affecting school district 

superintendents (Bredeson et al., 2011; Glass, 1993; Crowson, 1987; Daly & Finnigan, 

2011, 2012; Daly et al., 2014; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski et al., 2011; Ornstein, 2005; 

Payzant, 2011; Sharp & Walter, 2004; Usdan & Cronin, 2003; Wright & Harris, 2010).  

For example, Bredeson et al. (2011) put forward an emerging theory of context-

responsive leadership based on the leadership practices of 12 superintendents that 

supported the importance of external influences. 

Moreover, Johnson (1996), in her study of 12 superintendents, considered the 

context of public education and the changing demands on school district leaders. She 

developed a model including three kinds of effective school district leadership supported 

by case studies of superintendents implementing reforms.  Johnson (1996) highlighted the 

politics these leaders encountered and asserted that leadership is shaped by the overlap of 

historical, community, and organizational contexts.  This supported the focus of my 

dissertation study on education reform initiatives and policies as external influences. 

Further, Sharp and Walter (2004) underscored the political nature of the 

superintendency and listed the responsibilities found in literature.  Daly et al. (2014) also 

highlighted the political context of superintendentsô work.  Given the work of these 

authors and Johnson (1996), the inclusion of politics is assumed within the Eternal 

Influences component of my framework.  However, my preliminary framework did not 
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include politics or education reform as separate components, as their influence on 

superintendents was to be investigated within the context of external influences.   

The selected literature I reviewed provided evidence to support the external 

influences component of my framework.  Specifically, the literature emphasized the 

impact of context on the superintendency, including education reform and politics.  

Education reform and politics are implicitly represented within the conceptual framework 

as external influences because I considered them as significant elements within the 

environmental context that frames my study.  The external influences component of this 

framework will  be further refined and delineated within the Discussion chapter of this 

dissertation. 

Superintendent identity . My conceptualization of superintendent identity (see 

Figure 1) served as the basis for this component.  Superintendent identity was necessary 

to the development of my framework for understanding the superintendent (see Figure 4).  

Because identity depicts an individualôs perception of himself or herself within a role 

(Swann & Giuliano, 1987), and influences behavior or practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; 

Cast, 2003), the superintendent identity component occupies a central position within my 

framework.   

Selected literature related to identity presented in Tables 3 and 4 inferred that a 

school district chief executiveôs self-perceptions and role expectations of their role make 

up their superintendent identity.  Moreover, the literature indicated superintendent 

identity influences the behavior or leadership practices of superintendents.  For this 

reason, I hypothesized that how participants describe and understand superintendent 

identity most likely has a bearing on their behaviors or leadership practices in the role. 
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Five studies relevant to this dissertation study were identified through a review of 

the literature: Pitner and Ogawa (1981), Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002, 2004), 

Alsbury and Whitaker (2007), Sanchez (2008), and Lofton (2010).  These relevant 

previous studies provide limited perceptions and experiences of school district 

superintendents.  The questions addressed in previous studies contributed to what is 

known about how superintendents think about their work and how they perceive their 

role regarding specific issues.  For example, Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2004) 

demonstrated how leaders preserve their sense of self despite challenges or crises. 

In summary, superintendent identity is important to understanding district chief 

executives and what influences superintendent leadership practices. As my 

conceptualization of superintendent identity (see Figure 1) illustrated, role expectations 

and self -perceptions guide superintendentsô actions.  Thus, my investigation of the 

superintendentôs influences supported the goal of this dissertation study, understanding 

superintendents and how they make sense of the superintendency.   

The Superintendentôs leadership practices. As in my conceptualization of 

superintendent identity (see Figure 1), the leadership practices component of my 

framework was premised upon the assumption that the superintendent identity of a 

district chief executive influences his or her leadership practices.  Figure 1 depicts 

superintendent identity as situated beneath the surface of a superintendent leadership 

practices.  As leadership practices are a manifestation of superintendent identity (Burke 

& Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003), this component of my framework is significant to 

developing an understanding of the superintendent. 
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In my review of the literature, I identified 14 studies that examined the leadership 

practices or behaviors of superintendents: Johnson (1996), Golden (1999), Clisbee 

(2004), Sharp and Walter (2004), Hentschke et al. (2009), Charlton (2009), Lofton 

(2010), Wright and Harris (2010), Kultgen (2010), Redish (2010), Bredeson et al. (2011), 

Broderick (2011), Severson (2011), and Leithwood (2013, June).  Only three studies I 

identified in the literature used the LPI instrument to analyze superintendents: Clisbee 

(2004), Golden (1999), and Redish (2010).  However, these studies used the instrument 

for different analyses.  For example, Golden (1999) examined superintendents of districts 

with differing socioeconomic statuses.  Meanwhile, Clisbee (2004) compared othersô 

perceptions of male and female superintendents.  All of the studies I reviewed related to 

superintendent practices focused on the superintendentôs practices or behavior without 

considering their superintendent identity. 

Although I did not find studies in the leadership practices literature base relevant 

to understanding superintendent identity, two research findings regarding 

superintendentsô leadership practices or behaviors were relevant to my dissertation study: 

(a) there appears to be a connection between superintendent beliefs and practices in 

increasing student achievement, specifically for marginalized students (Fairbanks-Schutz, 

2010), and (b) context or environment may affect superintendent practices (Broderick, 

2011).   

The literature I reviewed highlighted the context as well as influences that shape 

superintendent leadership practices and support my framework for understanding district 

chief executives.  In summary, superintendent leadership practices reflect the 

superintendent identity of the district chief executive.  Therefore, the inclusion of the 
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superintendent leadership practices component within my framework presented in Figure 

4 seems warranted.   

 

Differences in the Preliminary Framework for  Understanding Superintendents, 

Musella and Leithwoodôs (1990) model, and Leithwoodôs (1995) Framework  

 The preliminary framework I developed for understanding superintendents in 

Figure 4 uses some of the same elements of the frameworks introduced by Musella and 

Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  In my framework presented in Figure 4, as in 

Musella and Leithwood (1990) and in Leithwood (1995), the external context influences 

the leaderôs practice.  Unlike Leithwoodôs (1995) model, my framework does not include 

the element of student growth.  Further, while Leithwood (1995) focused on the politi cal 

aspect of the superintendency and the effectiveness of superintendents, consistent with 

this author, politics was assumed as an external influence within my framework (Figure 

4).  Further, as I have already addressed, the effectiveness of superintendents was outside 

of the scope of this research. 

 Musella and Leithwoodôs (1990) framework components are presented within 

their book along with related research centered on CEOsô practices, CEOsô internal 

processes, external culture and context, and school system culture and context.  The 

authors considered CEOsô relationship to organizational culture and context separate 

from the external context.  In contrast, this dissertation study considers the organizational 

culture as well as the context to be implicitly included within the school district within 

my external influences component, as they are external to superintendent identity.   

Additionally, Musella and Leithwood (1990) focused, in part, on how organizational 

context shapes the actions of mostly Canadian CEOs, whereas the literature review 
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framing my dissertation study centers on the superintendent identity of Boston Metro 

Area district chief executives.  The influence of organizational context was implicitly 

included within the external influences component (Figure 4) that I also investigated 

within my study.  In addition, this preliminary framework for understanding 

superintendents did not specifically include a school district component, as its influence 

was unclear to me as I was developing my preliminary framework (Figure 4).  However, 

the influence of the school district is readdressed within the Findings and Discussion 

chapters.   

 Within the frameworks introduced by Musella and Leithwood (1990) and 

Leithwood (1995), internal processes influence the leaderôs practice.  Musella and 

Leithwood (1990) contended internal processes ñserve as screens or sense-making 

mechanisms giving rise to CEOôs actions; knowledge about such processes provides 

explanations for why CEOs act as they doò (p. 23).  Musella and Leithwood (1990) 

outlined prior research on school district leadership that excluded internal processes.  

Within their framework, internal processes included thought processes and values, 

beliefs, and educational philosophies.  However, I subsumed internal processes within my 

framework as superintendent identity.   

 

Summary 

 Appreciating superintendentsô external influences, leadership practices, and 

superintendent identity is important to extending the education leadership literature base 

related to the district chief executive and improving related theories as well as practices 

to improve student outcomes.  The literature emphasizes the impact of external influences 

or environmental factors on the superintendency, including education reform and politi cs.  
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Also, the work of identity theorists s suggests that superintendent identity influences 

superintendent leadership practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003). However, 

previous studies related to superintendent leadership practices or behaviors focused on 

the leaderôs practices or behaviors without regard for superintendent identity. 

 Musella and Leithwood (1990) presented a framework for understanding the 

nature, causes, and consequences of what CEOs do, and Leithwood (1995) presented a 

framework for understanding school district leadership.  However, no available research 

has extended these frameworks to understand the s superintendent identity giving rise to 

the actions of school district chief executives.  Therefore, within this section of the 

literature review, I set out to extend and adapt Musella and Leithwoodôs (1990) 

framework for understanding the nature, causes, and consequences of what CEOs do and 

Leithwoodôs (1995) framework for understanding school district leadership through my 

framework presented in Figure 4.   

 The literature reviewed supported my examination of superintendent identity as a 

means of understanding influences to superintendent leadership practice.  Also, this 

review of literature was useful in developing my framework for understanding 

superintendents (see Figure 4).  Further, understanding the superintendent involves not 

only recognizing what they do, but also learning how she or he makes sense of the 

superintendency.   

 

Conclusion 

 

 The purpose of this literature review was to integrate literature regarding the 

school district superintendentôs role, conceptualizations of education leadership relevant 
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to the district chief executive, and superintendentsô leadership practices with identity 

theory research.  Within this literature review, I presented a conceptualization of 

superintendent identity (see Figure 1), grounded by identity theory literature.  I also 

offered a framework for understanding superintendents (see Figure 4), informed by 

education leadership literature, as well as the frameworks developed by Musella and 

Leithwood (1990) and Leithwood (1995).  Both the conceptualization of superintendent 

identity (Figure 1) and the preliminary framework (Figure 4) I offered in this review of 

li terature were used to make sense of the data collected through my interviews with 

superintendents.  The methodology section of this dissertation describes my data analysis 

process in depth. 

 In conclusion, the literature available was insufficient to develop an adequate 

understanding of role expectations as well as self-perceptions that men and women 

responsible for overseeing education reform policies and practices at the school district 

level possess.  Therefore, a goal of my dissertation study is to offer findings and analysis 

related to the superintendent identity of my study participants in order to provide insights 

into these district chief executives.  Developing an understanding of school district 

superintendents is important, as they are individual actors within districts who implement 

policies and manage educational practice in the context of education reform.   

 

Connection to Research Questions 

 

 The intent of this dissertation study was to add to what is known about school 

district chief executives by investigating superintendent identity in the context of external 

influences and as manifestation of superintendent leadership practices.  Articles included 
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in this literature review were selected based on their relevance to my research questions.  

The conceptualization of superintendent identity (see Figure 1) and framework for 

understanding superintendents (see Figure 4) serve as my guides for addressing the 

research questions in this dissertation study, including interviews and data analysis.   

Additionally, the following key research questions informed my investigation: 

1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  

2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 

the development of their identities? 

3. What similarities exist in public school district superintendentsô self-perceived 

identities? 
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Chapter III  

METHODOLOGY 

 

Preface  

 

In the preceding chapter, I outlined the research base underlying my dissertation 

study.  I also demonstrated how the research was useful for guiding my study.  The 

objective of this chapter is to disclose how data were collected and analyzed throughout 

the course of my study.  Next, I provide an overview of my methodology and outline how 

my study was organized to answer my research questions. 

 

Overview 

 

Within the limited body of literature regarding school district superintendents, 

there is insubstantial research regarding the superintendent identity.  Therefore, the goal 

of this dissertation was to describe participants self-perceptions and role expectations in 

order to understand the superintendent from the perspective of the school district chief 

executives I interviewed for my study.  To this end, my objectives were to conceptualize 

superintendent identity and develop a framework for understanding school district 

superintendents.  Three questions guided my dissertation study:  

1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive 

themselves?  

2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential 

in the development of their identities? 
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3. What similarities exist in public school district superintendentsô self-perceived 

identities? 

A qualitative phenomenological approach was best suited for answering these 

questions, as the two overarching goals of phenomenological research are to provide a 

description and present an interpretation of the meaning that multiple individuals give to 

their experience (Creswell, 2003).  This chapter outlines the methodology of my study.  

What follows is a summary of my process for undertaking my dissertation research, 

including the background I bring to the research, the philosophical and theoretical 

orientations informing my study, and the methods of data collection and analysis I used. 

 

Positionality of Researcher 

 

As previously stated, this research was motivated by my personal experience as a 

student in Massachusetts and my interest in superintendent leadership.  Background 

experiences, as well as my interests and assumptions, may have contributed to biases 

within this study (Creswell, 2003).  Also, van Manen (1984) explained, 

If  we simply try to ignore what we already ñknow,ò we may find that the 

presuppositions persistently creep back into our reflections.  It is better to make 

explicit our understandings, beliefs, biases, assumptions, presuppositions, and 

theories in order then to simply not try to forget them again but rather to turn this 

knowledge against itself, as it were, thereby exposing its shallow or concealing 

character.  (p. 46) 

 

Therefore, to minimize my biases, I present my personal history, beliefs, and assumptions 

throughout this dissertation.  Explicitly stating my background and hypotheses about 

superintendent identity as well as conclusions regarding the literature conceptualizing the 

school district leader constitutes my efforts to guard against allowing my personal 
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knowledge and bias to cloud my vision or crowd out the voices of the superintendents 

included in this study.   

 

Philosophical and Theoretical Research Perspective  

This study used a qualitative research method approach defined by Berg (2009) as 

follows: 

systematically gathering enough information about a particular person, social 

setting, event, or group to permit the researcher to effectively understand how the 

subject operates or functions.  (p. 317) 

 

Moreover, Denzin and Lincoln (2007), within their discussion of qualitative research, 

asserted that qualitative researchers ñmake sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of 

the meanings people bring to themò (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007, p. 5).  The goal of my 

dissertation research was consistent with these researchersô definitions as I sought to 

understand the superintendency from the perspective of superintendents. 

The qualitative research perspective I selected for this dissertation study was 

phenomenology.  Later in this section, I provide the rationale supporting my dissertation 

study design and approach.  Denzin and Lincoln (2007) outlined the eight historical 

periods of qualitative research in North America and situated phenomenology within ñthe 

blurred genresò (p. 23) period.  They explained strategies of qualitative research that 

emerged during this period faced what the authors referred to as ñthe crisis of 

representationò (Denzin & Lin coln, 2007, p. 4).  This struggle of representing the subject 

and self within research is a significant issue that researchers must grapple with; I address 

my struggle with this later in this chapter.  

An approach influenced by phenomenology was best suited for my dissertation 

study, as it is an interpretive qualitative approach that allowed me to uncover the meaning 
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that superintendents ascribe to the superintendency.  The strategies associated with 

phenomenology allowed me to present a sample of district chief executivesô self-

perceptions and role expectations as a means of studying superintendent identity.  

However, even a phenomenologically informed approach of using multiple first-person 

interviews is limited as a strategy (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007; Trickett &  Appiah, 2003).  

Denzin and Lincoln (2007) explained,  

Subjects, or individuals, are seldom able to give full explanations of their 

actions or intentions: all they can offer are accounts, or stories, about what they 

have done and why (p. 29). 

 

Nonetheless, within phenomenology, participantsô perceptions are vital to understanding 

the meaning of experience (Moustakas, 1994).   

The approach I used within this dissertation study was consistent with 

postpositivism as explained by Creswell (2003): 

In practice, postpositivist researchers view inquiry as a series of logically 

related steps, believe in multiple perspectives from participants rather than a 

single reality, and espouse rigorous methods of qualitative data collection and 

analysis.  They use multiple levels of data analysis for rigor, employ computer 

programs to assist in their analysis, encourage the use of validity approaches, and 

write their qualitative studies in the form of scientif ic reports, with a structure 

resembling quantitative articles (e.g., problem, questions, data collection, results, 

conclusions).  (p. 24) 

 

In other words, the philosophical beliefs associated with postpositivism are reflected 

within this study, including ontological, epistemological, and axiological beliefs.  Next, I 

discuss these three beliefs as they relate to my study. 

Ontological. Within this dissertation, I distill similarities from multiple 

superintendentsô perspectives.  This approach reflects a postpositivist ontological belief.  

Creswell (2003) described ontological beliefs associated with phenomenology: ña single 



78 

 

reality exists beyond ourselvesò (p. 36), indicating that there is a commonality to 

objective experiences.   

Epistemological. Creswell (2003) also elaborated on the epistemological beliefs 

associated with phenomenology: ñReality can only be approximated.  But it is 

constructed through research and statisticsò (p. 36).  This implied that I could 

approximate superintendentsô reality through my study.  This standpoint also reflected 

postpositivist beliefs. 

Axiological. Throughout the process of my dissertation study, I sought to 

acknowledge my personal experiences and hypotheses as I attempted to suspend my 

presuppositions (Creswell, 2003).  This is consistent with Creswell (2003) expounded on 

the axiological beliefs associated with phenomenology: ñResearcherôs biases need to be 

controlled and not expressed in a studyò (p. 36).  As I presented my biases and 

maintained a consciousness for how they may influence my research, I reflected the 

axiological aspect of postpositivist beliefs. 

 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

 

Issues of transferability and generalizability are not concerns associated with 

phenomenological research.  Polkinghorne (1989) explained,  

Rather than seeking to describe the mean and standard deviation of a group as it 

relates to the experience, the phenomenological concern is with the nature of the 

experience itself.  (p. 48) 

 

Thus, as my research was informed by phenomenology, my preoccupation was not to 

generalize findings or ensure the transferability of an individual superintendentôs self-
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perceptions or role expectations, but to produce a description shared by multiple district 

chief executives. 

 

Researcher Bias 

Lincoln and Guba (1985), who were proponents of ñnaturalisticò (p. 7) or 

postpositivist inquiry, discussed issues of trustworthiness in research and recommended 

safeguarding against distortions, including bias.  By revealing and identifying potential 

biases, I acknowledged the impact of my presence through reflexivity (Creswell, 2003) 

within this study.  In a book addressed to contemporary ethnographers, Hertz (1997) 

explained the concept of reflexivity as implying  

a shift in our understanding of data and its collectionðsomething that is 

accomplished through detachment, internal dialogue, and constant (and intensive) 

scrutiny of ñwhat I knowò and ñhow I know it.ò  (pp. 7-8) 

 

Although this study was not designed as an ethnography, the concept of reflexivity was 

an important concern to me.  This notion of reflexivity extends to my consideration of 

methodology and data collection.  As the intent of this study was to investigate the self-

perceptions of superintendents, I determined the best means of data collection to prevent 

other peopleôs perspectives or judgments from overshadowing the perspectives of the 

study participants.   

Throughout the process of designing this research, I wrote memos explaining my 

personal values, describing my identity, and acknowledging my biases (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Maxwell, 2005).  My experiences as a Broad Resident and my professional 

background may have influenced participantsô candidness or in some cases, inspired 

feelings of camaraderie.  Despite the benefits of my prior experiences, my relationship to 
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the research could have been a risk if I operated from my assumptions or failed to 

acknowledge my biases while collecting or analyzing data.   

In piloting the research questions, I used for my dissertation study, I became 

aware of additional assumptions or biases I held.  Also, I realized my definition of 

education reform was not clear.  Recognizing my own biases represent the most serious 

validity threat to my study, I intentionally sought to mitigate this risk.  For example, since 

my perspective on education reform was developed in part through the Broad Residency 

in Urban Education professional development sessions, I sought to develop a broader 

perspective and definition of the concept.   

As I conducted my dissertation study, I acknowledged the main ways in which I 

might be mistaken and guarded against allowing my assumptions to prevail by writing 

personal notes as well probing for clarification of the meaning ascribed by participants.  

Through my research design, I used triangulation to deal with the bias inherent in the 

methods I selected to acquire data.  Also, I sought alternative explanations throughout the 

study and dealt with my inherent biases by reviewing the transcripts and recognizing 

where I needed to probe further through subsequent interviews.  Additionally, I attempted 

to remain conscious of my subjectivity and to ensure the participantsô true voice was 

clear in interviews. 

 

Credibility  

Throughout the process of my dissertation research, I endeavored to maintain an 

audit trail, as recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 283).  As I proceeded with 

this study, I maintained evidence and files including personal notes, audiotapes, and 

transcripts, as well as documentation of my data analysis process.  Lincoln and Guba 
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(1985) cautioned that all research data should be validated or triangulated.  Therefore, 

within my dissertation research, I validated the data through second interviews with each 

superintendent.  For example, the initial interviews were conducted during the annual 

budget cycle for school districts and the information provided by the superintendents 

seemed to be affected by the budget development or approval process.  Consequently, I 

conducted a second round of interviews at the beginning of the school year to validate my 

analysis.   

 

The Triple Cr isis 

Denzin and Lincoln (2007) sounded the alarm about a predicament facing 

qualitative researchers and outlined the ñtriple crisis of representation, legitimation, and 

praxisò (p. 28).  Throughout the design and implementation of my research, I remained 

aware of these three issues and I made reasonable attempts to address them.  Next, I 

address this triple crisis as it related to my qualitative study.   

Representation. There is no denying the issue of representation that I faced in 

conducting a phenomenological study of superintendents.  Denzin and Lincoln (2007) 

explained, ñQualitative researchers can no longer directly capture lived experienceò (p. 

26).  While it was impossible for me to capture the experiences of superintendents at the 

moment of my interview, the strategies associated with phenomenological research 

seemed best suited to present the essence of my study participantsô first person accounts.  

Although I use direct quotations in my dissertation, they still represent my interpretation 

of my study participantsô statements. 

Legitimation. The issue of legitimation recognizes the challenges related to 

evaluating and interpreting research.  Denzin and Lincoln (2007) proposed ña serious 
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rethinking of such terms as validity, generalizability, and reliabilityò (p. 26) in qualitative 

research.  In acknowledgment of the significance of these issues, I address each as it 

relates to my study. 

I considered internal threats to the validity of the qualitative data as I developed 

this study.  However, this threat could not be completely mitigated due to my limitations 

as a researcher and my role as data collection instrument.  Nevertheless, this study was 

designed with an eye for construct validity through the inclusion of multiple sources of 

evidence, as well  as reviews of the draft report by a superintendent acting as my 

informant in examining the textural descriptions of the superintendency (Moustakas, 

1994; Yin, 2003).  Moreover, Moustakas (1994) explained, ñIn accordance with 

phenomenological principles, scientific investigation is valid when the knowledge sought 

is arrived at through descriptions that make possible an understanding of the meanings 

and essences of experienceò (p. 84).  Therefore, through my investigation, I developed 

descriptions from multiple rounds of first-person interviews to produce valid 

understandings of my participantsô meanings.  Also, to safeguard the reliability  of this 

study, an accepted phenomenological research process was followed.  Findings of this 

study may not be applicable generally to all district chief executives or specifically to 

individual superintendents.  The design of the study was intended to provide insight into 

commonalities of multiple superintendentsô experiences rather than generalizations. 

Praxis. Denzin and Lincoln (2007) asked, ñIs it possible to effect change in the 

world if society is only and always a textò (p. 27).  From a phenomenological research 

perspective, the purpose of my study was to produce an understanding of the 

superintendent by providing detailed textual descriptions of my study participantsô self-
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perceptions and role expectations.  Also, this study attended to praxis by integrating a 

leadership practice framework with qualitative descriptions of leadership emanating from 

fi rst-person accounts provided by my study participants to produce an understanding of 

the superintendentôs identity as district leader.  This may give rise to changes in the way 

the superintendency is perceived, offer possible explanations for superintendentsô 

practices, or how theories of reform or effective district leadership are framed.   

 

Rationale for the Qualitative Study Design 

 

The methods associated with qualitative research seemed aligned with my goal of 

capturing the superintendentôs perspective and presenting a ñholistic, complex pictureò 

(Creswell, 2003, p. 46).  Moreover, my focus on superintendentsô perspectives and 

concern for multiple viewpoints fits within the characteristics of qualitative research 

(Creswell, 2003).  Finally, I used qualitative research methodology as a means of getting 

ñas close as possible to the participants being studiedò (Creswell, 2003, p. 20) by 

gathering firsthand information through interviews.  The approach and methods I used in 

data collection and analysis are outlined later in this section.   

 

Phenomenological Research Appr oach 

 

The qualitative approach to inquiry used in my dissertation was informed by 

phenomenological research.  Phenomenology originates from psychology and philosophy 

(Creswell, 2003).  Edmund Husserl (2011), commonly recognized as the "father" of 

phenomenology says of phenomenology in relation to psychology:  

éwhat these investigations intended and must have intended was the preparation 

of a revealing introspection (enthüllenden Innenschau) of the thinking experience 
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private to the thinker and a description of the essence (Wesensdeskription) that is 

based on the pure givenness of experience (Erlebnisgegebenheiten) moving 

within pure introspectioné the experiment to radically and systematically 

question the determinately corresponding manners of consciousness, for the 

subjective acts, structures of acts, the foundations of experience, in which such 

constructed concreteness becomes conscious and above all comes to evident self-

givenness (evidenter Selbstgegebenheit).  (pp. 280-281) 

 

Meanwhile, Mark Vagle (2019) provides a different perspective of phenomenology by 

reimagining traditions and concepts whereby phenomenon are conceived within this 

research approach.  Understanding there are varied forms of phenomenology (Vagle, 

2019), including different ontological beliefs, my research approach was informed by 

various aspects of this methodology.   

A research approach informed by phenomenology appealed to me because of its 

utility and use in prior education research (Creswell, 2003).  Additionally, Creswell 

(2007) explained, ñThe basic purpose of phenomenology is to reduce individual 

experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the universal essenceò (p. 58).  To this 

end, I elected to use an approach informed by aspects of phenomenological research to 

provide the data I needed to answer my research questions oriented toward developing an 

understanding of the school district superintendent. Key scholars informing my approach 

to research represented both psychology (Moustakas, 1994) and human science (van 

Manen, 1984, 2007, 2014).  In my dissertation study approach informed by 

phenomenology, significant attention is given to four ñprocedural activitiesò (van Manen, 

1984, p. 39): (a) determining the phenomenon of interest to focus on, (b) investigating the 

phenomenon as it is experienced, (c) reflecting on themes central to the phenomenon, and 

(d) producing a written description of the phenomenon.  Through my reflection and 

analysis, I present a description of the superintendentôs identity, including role 
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expectations, self -perceptions, and perceived influences.  Further, phenomenological 

research has been described as a preoccupation with commonalities in ñthe meaning for 

several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenonò (Creswell, 

2007, p. 58).  My rationale for using a research approach informed by phenomenology 

was aligned with this definition.  First, this dissertation research focused on several 

superintendents rather than a single school district leader.  Second, my qualitative inquiry 

included data collected from superintendents to understand their perspectives on their 

experience firsthand.  Third, in my data analysis I described the commonalities of the 

superintendents. 

The specific approach to phenomenology that informed my research was 

empirical, transcendental phenomenology attributed to psychologist Moustakas 

(Creswell, 2007).  Empirical phenomenology has roots in psychology as well as a focus 

on experience to yield in-depth descriptions and to uncover the common significance of 

the experience to individuals (Moustakas, 1994).  Significant elements of the 

phenomenological method of research include epoché, phenomenological reduction, 

imaginative variation, and synthesis of composite textural and composite structural 

descriptions (Moustakas, 1994).  The focus on these aspects within my study was as 

follows:  

Epoché: Throughout the process of my dissertation study, I attempted to engage 

with participants and consider the data without applying my personal bias. 

Phenomenological reduction: Through the process of analysis and synthesis, 

individual descriptions were transformed into a common description of the meaning 

ascribed to the superintendency. 
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Imaginative variation: Multiple perspectives of the superintendency were 

considered throughout my research to develop a ñcomposite structural descriptionò 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 141).  

Synthesis of composite textural and composite structural descriptions: Through 

data analysis and reflection on the composite structural description, I synthesized the 

meaning of the phenomenon or experience of the superintendency.  The findings from my 

dissertation study are presented and discussed in a later section. 

In summary, I selected phenomenology to inform my research approach for 

several reasons.  As with Moustakasô (1994) approach, my research was focused on the 

experiences of superintendents.  Also, the methods of data analysis I used were consistent 

with transcendental phenomenologyôs ñsystematic procedures for inquiryò (Creswell, 

2003, p. 11).  The data collection methods I used are further discussed in a later section.   

 

Participants 

 

Purposive Sampling 

In the interest of reflecting multiple viewpoints of superintendents, I used a 

purposive sampling strategy for my dissertation research.  In my research, the qualitative 

findings from a sample of superintendents were used to describe superintendent identity 

as perceived by these district chief executives.  My unit of analysis was the individual 

school district superintendent.  The study participants were determined through purposive 

sampling, as defined by Merriam (1998):  

Based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, 

understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the 

most can be learned. . . The criteria you establish for purposeful sampling directly 
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reflect the purpose of the study and guide in the identification of information-rich 

cases.  (pp. 61-62) 

 

Both urban and suburban public school district superintendents were selected for this 

study to gain an understanding of similarities in superintendentsô self-perceived identities 

within these geographical settings.   

A maximum variation type of purposeful sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

Merriam, 1998) was used to provide a variety of viewpoints from district superintendents 

who represented a range of district sizes, socioeconomics, and academic achievement in 

both suburban and urban contexts.  The 11 superintendents recruited for this dissertation 

study were from six cities and five suburbs.  In addition, the superintendents I recruited 

represented a cross section of school districts, including  

¶ high-performing and priority school districts  

¶ small, medium, and large school districts 

¶ communities with working-class and upper-class socioeconomic 

demographics 

The goal of my recruitment strategy for this study was to include a minimum of six 

participants, consisting of at least three superintendents within each of the two subgroups: 

urban and suburban.   

To summarize, my study included a sample of 6 participants from the 11 public 

school district superintendents recruited within Massachusetts who met the participant 

selection criteria of this study.  Polkinghorne (1989) confirms my sample of six 

participants is acceptable for phenomenological research: ñThe point of subject selection 

is to obtain richly varied descriptions, not to achieve statistical generalizationò (p. 48).  
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To illustrate his point, Polkinghorne cited phenomenological research that included from 

three to 325 subjects.   

 

Participant Characteristics 

Participants were selected for my dissertation study who met the selection criteria 

of this research. Superintendents from both urban and suburban school districts in 

Massachusetts were recruited for my study using the following selection criteria: current 

or recently retired public school district superintendents who had served at least 2 years 

in their position.  Also, I identified my participants through consultation with my former 

academic advisor who had served in leadership within Massachusetts school districts.  

Attention was also given to variation in district size and the socioeconomics of the local 

communities in my sampling of school districts as well as those deemed both high-

performing and priority by the state department of education. 

An essential characteristic of the sample of participants in my study was that 

individuals had been in the role of superintendent for at least 2 years, to ensure they had 

sufficient time to develop an identity as district chief executive (Cast, 2003).  Also, I 

collected data on additional participant characteristics to use in my analysis.  Descriptive 

data were collected prior to the interview, through various available sources, including 

the Internet (e.g., the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

(2011) and school district websites), as a means of developing a holistic perspective of 

each superintendent and his or her school district context.  Additional demographic or 

personal data were gathered through the Pre-Interview Data Inventory I developed (see 

Appendix C).  All of the participants within my study were white and one participant was 

female.  Given the basis of identity within identity theory is roles, these characteristics of 
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my study participants were suitable for investigating their shared role expectations, self-

perceptions and meaning ascribed to themselves as district chief executives.   

 

Data Collection Methods 

 

Data Collection Rationale 

The data collection methodology of this dissertation study was informed by 

Moustakasô approach to phenomenological research, as multiple in-depth interviews were 

conducted with open-ended questions focused on producing a descriptive understanding 

of the participantsô experiences (Creswell, 2007) or a textural description (Moustakas, 

1994) that depicted the superintendents self-perceptions.  Based on my research 

questions, I collected data from the school district superintendents in three key areas: (a) 

contextual factors, (b) leadership influences, and (c) superintendent identity.  The 

rationale for data collection appears in Table 5: 

Table 5  

Data Collection Rationale 

Data category Rationale 

Contextual issues Demographics and background issues are important to 

understanding potential influences on the participantsô 

leadership practices.  This category will help illuminate internal 

and external environmental factors, including participantsô self-

perceptions of the influence of contextual issues such as 

education reform and organizational conditions. 

 

Leadership 

influences 

This information is important to understanding how the 

participants think and what preparation, personal values, needs 

interests or other factors they perceive as influencing their 

behaviors. 

 

Superintendent 

identity 

As the conceptual lens for understanding the study population, 

this category will  be instrumental to the analysis.   
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Additionally, the study design facilitated data collection aligned to my research purpose.  

The link between data collection and research questions appears in Table 6:   

Table 6  

Data Collection Aligned With Research Questions 

 Research question 

Data collection category 1 2 3 

Superintendent identity X X X 

 

Leadership influences 

  

X 

 

 

Contextual factors 

  

X 

 

 

Data Collection 

Preinterview data collection. Descriptive data were collected prior to the 

interview as a means of developing a holistic perspective of each superintendent and their 

context.  The qualitative data collected facilitated my descriptive report.  Also, the data 

were collected through various available sources, including the Internet and school 

district websites.  Additional demographic or personal data were gathered through written 

responses to the Pre-Interview Data Inventory (see Appendix C). 

Interview data. Qualitative interviews were selected as a means of data 

collection.  The interview format allowed more in-depth exploration as well as the 

opportunity to follow up or probe for greater clarity.  Interviews were conducted via 

telephone and lasted approximately 60 minutes.  Also, the interviews were conducted in a 

semi structured format (see Appendix D), recorded on a digital tape recorder, and I later 

transcribed them verbatim.   
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Data Analysis 

 

For my dissertation study, the primary source of qualitative data was verbatim 

transcription of my research interviews.  As researcher, I recognized the challenges and 

time commitment associated with qualitative research, including data collection and 

reflection on interview transcripts (Creswell, 2007).  Moreover, I acknowledged the 

cumbersome nature of the process of reflection required for phenomenological research 

as outlined by van Manen (1984) as involving the analysis of themes as well as related 

statements to transform them into descriptions that captured the essence of the 

superintendent identity.   

Data analysis for my dissertation study followed the sequential approach to 

phenomenological analysis outlined by Moustakas (1994).  This five-step process 

includes (a) horizonalizing the data by giving equal weight to all participants experience, 

(b) developing ñmeaning unitsò (p. 118), (c) identifying distinct themes, (d) producing 

descriptions of the phenomenon of the superintendency, and (e) integrating descriptions 

of the superintendency to create an interpretation of the common meaning ascribed to the 

phenomenon.  Data analysis for my dissertation study included categorizing and coding, 

using the method prescribed by van Manen (1984), highlighting key phrases and 

considering what each statement reveals about the phenomenon of the superintendency, 

as this complemented Moustakasô approach.   

Throughout my data analysis process, I also attended to the activities Miles, 

Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) referred to as ñdata condensation, data display, and 

conclusion drawing/verificationò (p. 12).  The NVivo software tool facilitated my data 

analysis process.  Specifically, the program assisted me in condensing and displaying 
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data, which helped me to draw conclusions and see where the evidence confirmed or 

refuted my hypotheses.  Using NVivo also allowed for the constant comparison of my 

qualitative data, thereby enabling me to identify themes and develop emerging categories 

(Creswell, 2003). 

To develop units of meaning and uncover themes (Moustakas, 1994), I listened to 

the audiotaped interviews and then transcribed them verbatim.  Also, I reviewed the 

transcripts of individual superintendents multiple times in the process of coding.  The 

coding process I used included four cycles.  First, I developed a provisional list of codes 

aligned with my research questions and the literature framing the study (see Appendix F).  

Through a word frequency query in NVivo, I identified additional codes.  For example, 

the words ñleadership,ò ñdistrict,ò and ñeducationò were added to my list of codes as a 

result of my query.  Next, I identified descriptive codes (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 

2014) or topical codes associated with passages in the individual transcripts.  Then I was 

able to apply in vivo codes to the data (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) from phrases 

used repeatedly by the superintendents.  Appendix G provides the full l ist of codes I used 

in NVivo for data analysis.  These descriptive terms facilitated the process of identifying 

in vivo codes.   

In my fourth cycle of coding, I condensed the data into pattern codes (Miles, 

Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).  The process of developing pattern codes is also consistent 

with the third step of phenomenological analysis outlined by Moustakas (1994).  Also, 

pattern codes were useful in developing a description as outlined in Step 4 of analysis 

prescribed by Moustakas.  Miles, Huberman, and Saldañaôs (2014) guidance on writing a 

narrative description was also instrumental.   
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 Some of the initial codes were not useful as I proceeded with my analysis.  

Throughout the coding process, I created additional codes to help organize the data, 

including great quotes, as recommended by Mil es, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014).  

Additionally, the following codes emerged during my analysis of participant interviews: 

(a) communication, (b) identity, (c) motivation, (d) policy, (e) politics, (f) student 

achievement, (g) urban education, and (h) vision.  Although the code ñexternal 

organizationò had limited utility during my coding process, three transcripts were coded 

at this node:  Superintendent C discussed outside perceptions; Superintendent D 

mentioned relationship with the town; and Superintendent E described ñmoral and 

external political pressure.ò Further, during the data analysis process I added the code 

ñchallenges,ò however, I later came to the realize the code did not accurately reflect what 

was contained within that node.  Although some of the data related to the challenges 

superintendents experience, in my analysis they seemed to relate to the tensions between 

these superintendentsô beliefs or thoughts and external or job-related pressures.  I 

subsequently deleted the ñchallengesò node.  Some of the data initially captured within 

the ñchallengesò and ñexternal organizationò codes are explored within the Contextual 

Factors section in the Findings chapter.   

As I proceeded with rounds of coding, the following codes did not prove useful: 

urban education, district, internal organizational, personal, policy.  Only Superintendent 

B and Superintendent C discussed urban education.  The code ñdistrictò was used twice: 

once with Superintendent D in the first interview and once with Superintendent B in the 

second interview. However, the interview excerpts coded at the ñdistrictò node did not 

seem to have any relationship.  While the superintendents did not speak much about the 
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district, they did speak about the people who comprise the district: teachers and students.  

Although I did not use the code ñpolicy,ò superintendents mentioned specific  policies in 

responding to the interview questions regarding education reform and their role related to 

student achievement.  Finally, I deemed the code ñpersonalò as too broad to classify my 

study participant data.  Al though superintendentsô motivations and anecdotes could be 

classified as personal, I chose to code them differently. 

As I concluded the multiple rounds of coding, I was struck by how often I was 

tempted to assume a universal theme based on interviews with one or two 

superintendents who kept turning the interview back to a particular theme.  However, 

data analysis was useful for discerning themes from personal anecdotes.  Through rounds 

of coding and analysis centered on the areas of leadership influences, contextual factors, 

and superintendent identity, several themes emerged.  I subsequently analyzed these 

themes to organize my phenomenological description of the lived experience of the 

superintendency or the portrait that I present in the Analysis section of the Findings 

chapter.  Also, after my initial interviews, I analyzed the transcripts and found much of 

the data revolved around what was going on at the time of the interview, predominantly 

the budget process or community-wide discussions.  This revelation prompted me to 

conduct the second round of interviews at the beginning of the school year.  Much of 

what superintendents discussed during the second round of interviews seemed influenced 

by the recent release of student achievement data.  Contextual factors will be discussed in 

depth in the Findings chapter. 

 Furthermore, as I thought about my research questions and data, I recognized the 

Leadership Practices section of my interview protocol (see Appendix D) pointed to the 
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role of the superintendent and what superintendents do.  Although my research questions 

did not provide enough data to support any research conclusions regarding a causal 

relationship between superintendent identity and leadership practices, the questions were 

useful in gaining insight into these superintendentsô perceptions of superintendent 

identity.   

 

Summary and Conclusion 

 

 To reiterate, the purpose of this Methodology section was to detail the steps 

entailed within my dissertation study of superintendent identity, including the research 

approach and study design. Also, in this section I described my participant sampling, 

characteristics, recruitment, and selection.  This section also included a discussion of my 

data collection and analysis.  Within this section, I outlined my philosophical 

assumptions and interpretive lens as well as the procedures used in my study that aligned 

with a phenomenological approach to inquiry. 

 A qualitative research approach was best suited to accomplish the goal of my 

study as earlier I outlined how phenomenology informed my research procedures.  

Further, a study design informed by phenomenology was useful for addressing my 

research questions.  Moreover, I outlined how I addressed issues of trustworthiness and 

acknowledged that despite the use of a study design that incorporated phenomenological 

strategies, I was unable to fully mitigate the issues inherent within the triple crisis facing 

qualitative researchers: representation, legitimation, and praxis.  Finally, I acknowledged 

the methodology used within my dissertation research had a direct bearing on the 
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findings of this dissertation study.  Within the next chapter, I outline my preliminary 

findings. 
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Chapter IV 

FINDINGS 

 

Preface  

 

In the previous chapter, I outlined the approach inspired by phenomenology that 

informed the data collection and analysis for my dissertation research.  This chapter 

presents findings related to the three key areas of my data collection protocol: (a) 

contextual factors, (b) leadership influences, and (c) superintendent identity.  The 

objective of this chapter is to make meaning of the data I collected and analyzed using 

codes as well as analytic memos in relationship to my literature review.  Next, I will 

overview the findings of my study in answer to my research questions: 

1. How do public school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves?  

2. What factors do public school district superintendents perceive as influential in 

the development of their identities? 

3. What similarities exist in public school district superintendentsô self-perceived 

identities? 

 

Overview 

 

In summary, this dissertation was intended to describe and understand 

superintendent identity from the perspective of a sample of public school district chief 

executives.  This chapter outlines the findings from my research involving Boston Metro 
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Area public school district superintendents.  The findings include participantsô individual 

descriptions of self-perceptions and role expectations related to superintendent identity.  

However, consistent with the methodology of this dissertation study, I present my 

findings and analysis as a representation of participantsô descriptive understanding 

(Creswell, 2007) or textural descriptions (Moustakas, 1994) of what it means to be a 

superintendent. Moreover, I provided my interpretation of study participantsô shared self-

perceptions and role expectations as district chief executives.  Further, this chapter 

includes a portrait of the superintendent identity supported by my study findings, 

including common or shared experiences and themes or patterns that emerged through 

participant interviews. 

The first section provides background information regarding my dissertation 

study, including the governance of Massachusetts public schools and descriptions of the 

school districts led by each study participant.  Also, I provide the demographic 

characteristics, professional experience, and education of my study participants.  

Additionally, the first section includes profiles of the superintendents who participated in 

my study. 

In the second section, I present the findings of my dissertation study.  Also, the 

second section contains analysis of data obtained through interviews with study 

participants.  This section includes emerging themes identified from study participantsô 

descriptions of their experiences.  In addition, the analysis of my study findings is 

presented within the context of the literature I reviewed in Chapter II.   
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Participant and District  Information 

 

What follows is a brief account of the superintendent participants, as well as the 

districts represented within this study.  Given the number of study participants, I present 

an overview of the demographic information for this study to maintain the confidentiality 

of individual participants.  Further, within this dissertation I have replaced 

superintendentsô names with pseudonyms, as shown in Figure 5.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Study participant pseudonyms. 

 

Distr ict Context 

Massachusetts school districts are governed by school committees.  However, the 

governance structures of school committees differ between cities and towns.  Also, some 

city school committees are chaired by the mayor, while others are appointed.  In some 

cities, the mayor sits on the school committee but does not serve as the chairperson.   

An overview of study participants is presented in Table 7.  The research I 

conducted included superintendents from a cross section of suburban and city public 

school districts in the metropolitan Boston area of Massachusetts.  I was careful to 

include a cross section of superintendents of high-performing and average-performance 

school districts.  Additionally, consistent with maximum variation of sampling (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 1998), I recruited superintendents from a range of district sizes 

 

  Superintendent Anderson      Superintendent Carter    Superintendent Edwards 

 

Superintendent Brennan  Superintendent Dougherty  

    

Superintendent Fox 
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and communities with both working-class as well as upper-class socioeconomic 

demographics for my study. 

 

State Context 

Under the Framework for District Accountability and Assistance, the 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education designates schools 

and districts as Level 1-5, with the highest performing districts classified as Level 1.  Of 

the six districts represented within my study, three were classified as Level 2 and three 

were classified as Level 3.  Interestingly, the city districts were classified as Level 3, and 

the suburban districts were classified as Level 2.  None of the districts represented within 

this study included schools identified as Level 4 or lower.  Further, in the interest of 

purposive sampling (Merriam,1998), in my study I enrolled three districts with a 

population of less than 15% low-income students, based on eligibility f or free and 

reduced-price lunch; the remaining districts had almost one half, two thirds, and three 

fourths low-income student populations. 

Table 7  

Study Participants 

Demographic characteristic n 

Gender  

Male 5 

Female 1 

  

Ethnicity  

White 6 

  

Highest degree attained  

M.Ed. 1 

Ed.D. 4 

Ph.D. 1 

 (continues) 
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Prior work experience  

Teacher 6 

Vice or assistant principal 2 

Principal 2 

District administrator 6 

Department of Education 1 

Superintendent 4 

 

Years in role 

 

 

3 1 

5 0 

6 1 

7 0 

8 2 

 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

district designation level 1-5  

 

Level 1 0 

Level 2 3 

Level 3 3 

Level 4 or lower 0 

  

% students eligible for free and reduced-price meals  

<15 3 

45 1 

65 1 

70 1 

 
 

 

Study Participants 

Table 7 displayed demographics for study participants in my dissertation research.  

Participant demographics for this study were consistent with those within the 

superintendent profession.  Five of the six superintendents were White males and one 

superintendent was a White female.  All participants within this study held educational 

degrees.  Five of the superintendents had attained a doctorate, and the highest degree of 

one superintendent was a masterôs in education.  Only two superintendents participated in 

specialized training or preparation programs for the superintendency.  All  of my study 
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participants were teachers prior to the district chief executive role; however, only two had 

experience as principals.  Meanwhile two of my research participants were assistant or 

vice principals prior to assuming superintendent roles. 

What follows is a portrait of my study participants followed by profil es of each 

superintendent. These profiles provide an overview of how each superintendent described 

or made sense of their role.  In the Analysis section of this chapter, I analyze the 

participantsô individual descriptions and highlight common themes, qualities, or 

experiences that characterized the meaning they ascribed to the superintendency. 

 

Superintendent Portrait  

 

 Admittedly the superintendent portrait that emerged from my study is constrained 

because participants were restricted to the Boston-metropolitan area of Massachusetts.  

According to racial statistics, at the time of my study the Massachusetts population was 

over 80 percent White (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  Therefore, in light of the localized 

context, my research represents the perspectives of white superintendents in 

Massachusetts.  Further, given the population of Massachusetts superintendents 

(Encarnacao, 2010), my study participants were a representative sample of the majority 

White male district chief executives.  Nevertheless, the representation of factors or 

characteristics such as gender, race, preparation, district size, socioeconomics, or 

geography associated with the superintendency are outside of the scope of this study. 

Furthermore, my dissertation does not add to the discourse regarding these factors 

established by prior studies: Golden (1999), Glass (1993), Hentschke et al. (2009), 

Ornstein (1991), Björk and Kowalski (2005), Crowson (1987), Bredeson et al. (2011), 
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Wright and Harris (2010), Groholski (2009), Tate (2007), Wimpelberg et al. (1989), 

Waters (2008), Lutz and Iannaccone (1978), Horsford (2010), and Payzant (2011).  In the 

Discussion I will return to address implications of the population sample of my study. 

Much of the prior literature did not recognize what the superintendentôs identity 

brings to bear in school district administration.  Therefore, the aim of my dissertation 

study was to address this gap in the literature by investigating superintendent identity.  

Given my research focus, the following profiles provide an overview of how each 

superintendent described or perceived themselves. 

Superintendent Anderson.  At the time of this study, Superintendent Stacy 

Anderson led one of the largest city districts in the metropolitan Boston area.  The school 

district communityôs racial demographics included majority populations of approximately 

40% White and 30% Black residents.  This school district was designated as Level 3 

under the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Educationôs 

Framework for District Accountability and Assistance at the time this research was 

conducted. 

Superintendent Anderson possesses a doctorate in education.  Also, 

Superintendent Anderson is a self-described ñeducatorò and explained the 

superintendency consists of two major responsibilit ies: leading staff and interacting with 

the Board of Education.  One of the salient points from this superintendentôs interview 

was the portrayal of the district chief executive as an advocate.  Additionally, this study 

participant offered a description of the major role of school district superintendent: 

to create a marriage between two core values that are sometimes seen as being in 

conflict or in competition: those are academic excellence and social justice.  éI 

donôt think that any school or district has the right to stake a claim that it has 

academic excellence unless it has that for all kids and likewise, I donôt think that a 
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school or district has the right to wave the flag of social justice unless itôs built on 

a foundation of academic excellence. 

 

This superintendent took exception to the terminology within my interview protocol 

related to education reform:  

éI find the term a little objectionable.  Iôm much more interested in 

education improvement.  So reform is, as I said I donôt ever use the term, but what 

I understand reform to be now is some set of laws, regulations, policies, tests, 

standardized curriculum that descend upon school districts from on highéoften 

propagated by noneducators. 

 

As I highlighted earlier, Superintendent Anderson described the conundrum cited by 

several other study participants related to their identity as superintendent: ñThis identity 

thing has become bigger the more experienced I get.  What is the part of me that is not a 

superintendent?ò  Further, the major influences on superintendent identity identified by 

Superintendent Anderson were other people and the birth of a child.  Moreover, 

Superintendent Andersonôs primary self-perceptions or identities beyond the district chief 

executive, revealed through interviews, were spouse and parent.   

This study participant described identity within the context of the superintendency 

as ñthe voice of the under 18 set.ò  Superintendent Anderson continued:  ñMy job is to 

articulate the needs of people who canôt vote.  To be a voice for them and advocate for 

them at every turn.ò At the time of this study, Superintendent Anderson had served in the 

capacity of superintendent for approximately 4 years.  Prior to the superintendency, 

Superintendent Anderson had held school or district positions for over 20 years, 

including teacher and assistant superintendent.   

Superintendent Brennan. Superintendent Kelly Brennan led the smallest city 

district included in my study.  Despite the size of the district, this superintendent pointed 

to issues cited by other city superintendents, including challenges with the budget and 



105 

 

unions.  This school district communityôs racial demographics included majority 

populations of approximately 30% White and 20% each of Asian, Hispanic, and Black 

residents.  At the time of my study, this school district was designated as Level 3 under 

the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Educationôs Framework for 

District Accountability and Assistance. 

In addition to specialized training or participation in a superintendent preparation 

program, Superintendent Brennan earned a doctorate in education.  Superintendent 

Brennan depicted the role of the superintendent as ña giant teacherò and described a 

career trajectory that culminated at the superintendency: 

éI taught for several years and I started to recognize that whether it was 

union issues, whether it was the way administration was dealing with kids, or 

disciplineé I recognized that the only way you get to begin to influence the 

culture of the building, the culture of the district is you have to move up in a 

administrative capacity. 

 

At the time of this study, Superintendent Brennan had served in the capacity of 

superintendent for approximately 6 years and held prior school or district positions, 

including teacher, vice or assistant principal, and assistant superintendent.  

Superintendent Brennan identified the major influences on superintendent identity 

as training, former principals or supervisors, and professional reading.  While describing 

self-perceptions, this superintendent stated: ñI am a person who believes education is a 

great equalizer and every child deserves the right to be a superintendent someday.ò  

Additionally, Superintendent Brennan described identity within the context of the 

superintendency: ñI am a facilitator to ensure children have the right to have a successful 

economic future.ò   
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Superintendent Carter. Superintendent Pat Carter led another city district in the 

metropolitan Boston area.  This school district communityôs racial demographics 

included majority populations of approximately 40% Hispanic, 35% White, and 10% 

Black residents.  Superintendent Carter described this community as ñdensely populatedò 

and highlighted challenges of leading this district with a high percentage of students who 

are both mobile and from non-English-speaking homes.  At the time of this study, the 

school district was designated as Level 3 under the Massachusetts Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Educationôs Framework for District Accountability and 

Assistance. 

Superintendent Carter holds a masterôs degree in education.  Also, this 

superintendent participated in a specialized training program in preparation for the 

superintendency.  Additionally, Superintendent Carter used several phrases to depict the 

superintendency, including ñjuggler,ò ñpeople manager,ò ñbusiness manager,ò ñteacher,ò 

ñchange agent,ò ñinstructional leader,ò and ñpolitical scientist.ò Furthermore, in the 

context of managing education reform initiatives, Superintendent Carter used the 

illustration of a ñsynthesizer.ò  While Superintendent Carter also used the term ñbusiness 

managerò in discussing the role of district chief executive, consistent with other study 

participants, this superintendent explained, 

If a superintendent is not an educational leader, thenéhe or she may be 

perceived as a businessman or woman as compared to an educator.  I think all 

administrators are educatorsé I donôt think we can ever lose thaté 

 

Beyond spouse, parent, and grandparent, this study participant described their 

superintendent identity: ñIôm a professional educator and coach.ò 
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The major influences on superintendent identity identified by Superintendent 

Carter included family, upbringing, a spouse, and prior experiences.  Superintendent 

Carterôs primary self-perceptions or identity, revealed through interviews, were that of 

spouse and parent as well as ñadvocate.ò  This superintendentôs response to the question 

ñwho am I?ò was intriguing in the context of my dissertation research related to identity.  

Superintendent Carter expounded on identity in the context of the superintendency and 

revealed beliefs shared by other study participants: 

I believe that who you are and what you do for a living somehow merge 

after some period of time. . . . I think we pick up skills in our professional life 

which translate to our personal lives and then é we have experiences in our 

personal lives that translate into our professional lives.   

 

At the time of this study, Superintendent Carter had served in the capacity of 

superintendent for approximately 8 years and held prior school or district positions, 

including teacher, principal, and assistant superintendent. 

Superin tendent Dougherty. Superintendent Casey Dougherty led the largest 

suburban district included in my study.  This school district communityôs racial 

demographics included majority populations of approximately 55% White and 20% 

Asian residents.  During my second interview, Superintendent Dougherty highlighted the 

influence of the communityôs values.  Moreover, this superintendent recounted 

challenging the community to honor its espoused values.  At the time of my study, this 

school district was designated as Level 2 under the Massachusetts Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Educationôs Framework for District Accountability and 

Assistance. 
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Superintendent Dougherty echoed other study participants in portraying the role 

of the superintendent as ñadvocate.ò Furthermore, Superintendent Dougherty grappled 

with the issue of identity, similar to other superintendents I interviewed:  

I worry quite a bit that this role becomes who I am.  I worry about that and 

I see that. . . thatôs the one thing I really yell at people about is not letting the job 

become who they are. 

 

At the time of this study, Superintendent Dougherty had served in the capacity of 

superintendent for approximately 4 years and held prior school or district positions, 

including teacher, vice or assistant principal, and assistant superintendent.  Additionally, 

this superintendent earned a doctorate in education.   

Superintendent Edwards. Superintendent Francis Edwards led another suburban 

school district in the metropolitan Boston area.  The school district communityôs racial 

demographics included majority populations of approximately 75% White and 10% 

Asian residents.  At the time of this study, this school district was designated as Level 2 

under the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Educationôs 

Framework for District Accountability and Assistance.  Although Superintendent 

Edwards led a suburban district, a challenge this superintendent, as well as city school 

district chief executives, shared with me was dealing with unions.   

In addition to participating in a specialized preparation program for the 

superintendency, Superintendent Edwards possesses a doctorate in education.  What 

struck me from my interview with this superintendent, and others, was the notion of the 

superintendency as a natural progression that followed teaching and school 

administration.  Interestingly, one of the terms Superintendent Edwards used to describe 

the role of superintendent was ñinstructional leader.ò  At the same time, in an interview, 
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Superintendent Edwards expounded on the political nature of the superintendency, 

reiterating what other study participants expressed to me: 

There is moral and external political pressure.  Unless [a] high needs 

population is achieving, the district wonôt earn a Level 1 designation.  It comes 

back to budget ... You have to have everyone on boardéMy role is not direct, but 

strong indirect.  [I] have to set visionébe [the] voice for that and create 

structures.  Unless [a] superintendent puts [their] foot on [the] accelerator, itôs not 

going to happen on its own in a districtð[there is] too much work and focus. 

 

Moreover, in the context of managing education reform initiatives, Superintendent 

Edwards emphasized the importance of the superintendentôs role in keeping teachers 

from feeling overwhelmed. 

The major influences on superintendent identity identified by Superintendent 

Edwards included teaching experience, teacher preparation, upbringing and reading.  This 

superintendentôs response to the question ñwho am I?ò was intriguing in the context of 

my dissertation research related to identity: 

I am at essence a teacher.  So even though I take on all these roles of 

management, leadershipéin any of those roles I am helping people to better 

understand their job, what they need to do, how they need to be accountable.  And 

thatôs all teaching.  Itôs just doing it in a different wayéinstead of teaching 

children or high school students mathematics, whatever the topic might be, Iôm 

helping teach people how to do their jobs better, and how to think through 

problems...   

 

At the time of this study, Superintendent Edwards had served in the capacity of 

superintendent for approximately 3 years and held prior school or district positions, 

including teacher and assistant superintendent. 

Superintendent Fox. Superintendent Chris Fox led the smallest suburban district 

included in my study.  This school district communityôs racial demographics included 

majority populations of approximately 55% White and 30% Asian.  Superintendent Fox 
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characterized this district community as upper-middle class and described an evolution in 

the racial demographics of this town:  

évery different than any other place youôve ever been to because weôre rapidly 

changing in terms of our ethnic diversity.  In one of our schools, weôre 50% 

White and 50% of people from all over the world. 

 

Additionally, this school district was designated as Level 2 under the Massachusetts 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Educationôs Framework for District 

Accountability and Assistance at the time of this study. 

Superintendent Fox earned a doctorate in education.  Interestingly, Superintendent 

Foxôs response to the question ñwho am I?ò was a ñlearner and a leader.ò  Additionally, 

Superintendent Fox echoed other superintendents in this study who described their roles 

and major issues or themes, including unplanned career progression to the 

superintendency; the importance of articulating a vision; and political elements of the 

superintendency.  Furthermore, Superintendent Fox described an effective 

superintendent: 

You need what some people would describeé[as] rhino skin.  [You] canôt 

get crushed when people donôt like your ideas or say things about you.  Have the 

courage of convictions; [do] not waiver because of political pressure.  People 

follow people they respect.  If a leader is not confident in who they are and [their] 

ideas, they are not going to be followed.  People want to know they are not going 

to run and will provide support.  [You] must be realistic, inspire, confident; canôt 

be putting [your] finger in [the] air to see which way the wind blowsð[you] 

wonôt be effective.  [You] might seem arrogant because [you] deeply believe in 

ideas.  You canôt be a leader unless you are willing to put [your] neck out for your 

ideas because if you donôt, nobodyôs going to follow you.  An effective 

superintendent will convince people if they follow them, theyôll get results.  If 

people donôt think they have skills to accomplish [a]vision, they wonôt follow.  

One part politics: build[ing] coalitions. 
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At the time of this study, Superintendent Fox had served in the capacity of superintendent 

for approximately 9 years and held prior school or district positions, including teacher 

and assistant superintendent. 

 Taken together, the responses of my study participants present a portrait of these 

superintendents as individuals with multiple identities, a unique background as well as 

motivations for their chosen career. Overall this sample of White Massachusetts 

superintendents shared several characteristics: they all possessed an advanced degree in 

education and were former teachers as well as educational administrators prior to 

assuming the role of district chief executive.  While these study participant profiles do 

not constitute a representative sample of superintendents, they were useful in developing 

a more accurate image of the district chief executive than what currently exists in the 

literature. In the next section, through analysis of my participantsô interview responses I 

will highlight commonalities in how they characterized themselves, thereby providing a 

description of superintendent identity nuanced by the perceptions and descriptions of 

these school district chief executives. 

 

Summary 

 In this section, I presented background information that was important to 

understanding how the district chief executives who participated in my study described 

and perceived themselves, as well as their perceived influences on superintendent 

identity.  Also, in this segment of my dissertation I outlined demographics and key 

contextual issues within the state of Massachusetts as well as within individual districts.  

Finally, I presented profiles of my study participants, including the illustrations and 

analogies they used to describe the superintendency.  The district chief executives I 
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interviewed from both city and suburban districts spoke of a host of issues, including 

grappling with actualizing community values and balancing superintendent identity with 

their other identities (e.g. spouse, parent).   

 Superintendent profiles were provided in keeping with the goals of my 

methodological approach, informed by phenomenology, to help produce a portrait of 

these district chief executives.  Although the profiles of my study participants do not 

constitute a representative sample of district chief executives, they contribute to my 

depiction of superintendent identity.  Additionally, the profil es of my study participants 

present an image of the superintendent as a person with a unique background and 

motivation for their chosen career.  Rather than the monolithic organization or district 

entity that has been criticized in the literature (Bowers, 2010, 2015; Honig, 2008; 

Spillane, 1998), I present the superintendent as an individual. 

 

Findings and Analysis 

 

Overview 

This dissertation offers a description of superintendent identity that has been 

absent in the education leadership discourse.  Given the minimal amount of available 

research focused on understanding superintendents, specifically superintendent identity, a 

goal of this dissertation study is to provide a spotlight for self-perceptions and role 

expectations of school district administrators.  Further, my study findings regarding these 

superintendentsô self-perceptions address a gap in education leadership li terature.  To 

date, much of the education leadership research base has been focused on the school 

principal. Additionally, effective district leadership research has centered on 
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superintendent behaviors or practices.  In my analysis, education research has not 

recognized superintendent identity, thereby precluding more complex theories of 

transformation or effective district leadership (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995; 

Scheerens, 2013). Moreover, I hypothesize superintendent identity accounts for a portion 

of the variance in school district chief executivesô behaviors or leadership practices.  In 

the next chapter I wi ll expound on this notion of superintendent identity as a missing 

variable in current education leadership as well as effective district leadership discourse. 

Within this section, I summarize my findings and analysis from data collected for 

my dissertation study that was organized into three areas: superintendent identity, 

leadership influences, and contextual factors. As I stated in the Methodology chapter, 

these three areas were important to organizing my data collection aimed at addressing my 

research questions.  However, to achieve the overall goal of my research, in this section I 

utilize the components of my preliminary framework for understanding the 

superintendent (Figure 4) to organize my findings and analysis: (a) superintendent 

identity, (b) superintendent influences, and (c) superintendent leadership practices.  

Additionally, I situate my findings within the context of literature I reviewed in Chapter 

II as the basis of my preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent.  In this 

section I also present emerging themes that I developed through data analysis.  What 

follows are key study findings in response to the research questions guiding my 

dissertation study.  First, I present my findings related to superintendent identity.   

 

Superintendent Identity  

What follows are findings from my study regarding a sample of district chief 

executives.  In other words, I offer interpretations of how my study participants made 
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meaning of their experiences and described or perceived themselves as district chief 

executives in order to develop an understanding of superintendent identity.  Existing 

education leadership literature does not supply a lens for understanding individuals 

carrying out the responsibilities of the superintendency, specifically their role 

expectations and self-perceptions within the district chief executive role.  Given most 

authors I presented in the literature review provided only their limi ted perspective of the 

district chief executive, my intent was to describe superintendent identity from the 

perspective of individuals holding this district administration position.  Moreover, seeing 

as I concluded from my review of li terature that education leadership, including that of 

the superintendent, appears ill -defined, my study findings are an important contribution 

to research.   

In view of the literature I presented earlier (Burke & Reitzes, 1981) framing 

identity as influencing behavior, it foll ows that superintendent identity is important to 

understanding the leadership behaviors of school district chief executives.  Consideration 

of superintendent leadership practices in relation to superintendent identity may have 

promoted the development of more robust research than prior studies focused on 

leadership practices in isolation. Focusing on leadership practice alone does not provide a 

means for understanding the behavior or practice of district chief executives.  Therefore, 

my dissertation study was designed to offer superintendentsô self-perceptions and role 

expectations as district chief executives as well as their perceived influences on these 

district chief executivesô leadership practices.  All things considered, leadership practices 

taken together with superintendent identity offers a more comprehensive representation 

of the district chief executive. 
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As I outlined in my literature review for this study, key conceptual thinkers 

defined the superintendent as director, guide, and chief teacher of administrators within a 

school district; and major elements, components, or processes associated with education 

leadership included system management, budgeting, school board relations, public 

relations, as well as directing learning practices (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 

Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Many of the key thinkers 

I reviewed focused on presenting what superintendents do rather than who the individuals 

are within the superintendent ranks.  In other words, much of the li terature I examined 

failed to consider superintendent leadership practices within the context of superintendent 

identity.  Meanwhile, although she did not explicitly address superintendent identity, 

Johnson (1996) made a major contribution to the education leadership literature by 

examining how superintendents envisioned their leadership, in contrasts to the literature 

focused merely on what superintendents do as observed by others.  Johnsonôs (1996) 

work implicitly considers superintendent identity as she provides a model of district 

leadership that includes not only how a sample of 12 school district superintendents 

exercised their leadership, but also how they perceived their leadership and envisioned 

the impact of their actions.  Through this dissertation, I seek to extend Johnsonôs (1996) 

work toward understanding the school district chief executive by describing 

superintendent identity. 

 This study attends to the distinction between what district chief executives do and 

who they perceive themselves to be as superintendents in order to add to the educational 

leadership discourse, given the reciprocal link between identity and behavior (Cast, 

2003).  Also, my investigation considered how these district chief executives described 
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the influence of their superintendent identity on the five leadership practices identified 

within James Kouzes and Barry Posnerôs Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI): 

Challenging the Process, Inspiring a Shared Vision, Enabling Others to Act, Modeling 

the Way, and Encouraging the Heart.  Superintendent identity cannot be ignored as 

Musella and Leithwood explain that internal processes ñserve as screens or sense-making 

mechanisms giving rise to CEOôs actions; knowledge about such processes provides 

explanations for why CEOs act as they doò (1990, p. 23).  This study centered on 

superintendent identity could facilitate future research that produces more complex 

explanations for superintendentsô practices than those produced by prior studies as the 

dissertation research I undertook went beyond the chief executiveôs quantitative ratings. 

In the next chapter I will discuss implications for future research. 

 To develop an understanding of superintendent identity, my investigation was 

guided by the research question: How do public school district superintendents describe 

and perceive themselves?  To address this research question, I oriented this dissertation 

study around my emerging conceptualization of superintendent identity that was 

informed by key identity theorists.  From the literature review framing my research, I 

conceptualized superintendent identity (see Figure 1) as consisting of two major identity 

components, role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self -perception (Thoits, 

2003), situated within a context that includes external influences (Hoelter, 1985; Thoits, 

2003) and a reference group (Collier, 2001), and beneath the surface of a 

superintendentôs leadership practices.  Further, within my conceptualization, role 

expectations and self-perceptions are depicted as internal components of the 

superintendentôs identity.  Although my emerging framework highlights connections 
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between the components of identity and leadership practices, my study was not designed 

to prove an explicit link or causality.  Leadership practices and external influences are 

addressed later in this chapter. 

 Next, I will address the three components of my emerging conceptualization of 

superintendent identity in the context of my findings: self-perceptions, role expectations, 

and the reference group.  Then I will address external influences and leadership practices.  

Presently, I will present four key findings related to superintendent identity using two 

components of identity highlighted by Stryker and Burke (2000): (a) self-perceptions and 

(b) role expectations. Along with findings regarding superintendent identity, I will  also 

outline an emerging theme identified during my investigation: superintendent vision.  

First, I wi ll discuss my findings related to the self-perceptions component of 

superintendent identity.  

Self-perceptions.  From the selected literature on identity, it can be inferred that 

school district chief executivesô self-perceptions are a key component of superintendent 

identity.  This is consistent with Collier (2001), who explained, ñIdentities are reflexively 

applied cognitions in the form of answers to the question óWhom [sic] am I?ôò (p. 217).  

Further, identity theorist Thoitsôs (2003) definition of identity as ñpositions in the social 

structure that individuals viewed as self-descriptiveò (p. 184) relates to the superintendent 

identity component of self-perception.   

The first key finding related to the self-perception component of superintendent 

identity is that district chief executives in my study describe and perceive themselves 

within the role of superintendent as leaders.  This finding is consistent with my review of 

the literature, as I found the only consensus on the role of the superintendent was that of 
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district leader (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 

2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Moreover, Krüger and Scheerens (2012) explained,  

Leadership has become a concept of increasing importance in the 

education literature. Stacks of books and articles have been written about 

leadershipðabout how to define the concept, what it should comprise and what 

effects it has. Despite the many researchers and the many definitions of leadership 

that appear in the literature, there remains very little consensus concerning what 

leadership is and what it comprises. (p. 1) 

 

Given the lack of a shared definition of leadership within education literature, I aimed to 

represent similarities in superintendentsô shared descriptions and perceptions of 

leadership through my dissertation study.  

In my review of li terature, I presented definitions of leadership and components, 

elements, or processes related to education leadership, specifically that of the 

superintendent. However, key conceptual research I reviewed for this study did not 

include the self-perceptions of district chief executives within the context of 

superintendent identity. Meanwhile, Johnson (1996), used case studies to examine how 

leadership was exercised by a sample of district chief executives as viewed from the 

perspectives of these superintendents and others. My dissertation research extends 

Johnsonôs work (1996) by focusing on superintendentsô self-perceptions in connection 

with the superintendency.  Further my study presents a shared definition of 

superintendent leadership or the meaning my study participants ascribed to the role of the 

district chief executive.  

Although this finding was what one might expect, it provided these 

superintendentsô perspective that I then triangulated with the existing narrative within 

education leadership li terature to produce a description given the ambiguity surrounding 

the definition of leadership (Leithwood & Duke, 1998).  Moreover, this finding was 
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important given my review of select education leadership literature as I found the only 

point of agreement among authors centered on the superintendentôs leadership role.  

While the superintendents in my study concurred that their role is that of a leader, this 

dissertation study goes further to present these district leadersô descriptions of leadership 

in the context of their self-perceptions.  

Al l participants in my study portrayed themselves first as leader.  While some of 

the superintendents qualified their leadership role, these district chief executivesô 

descriptions of themselves first as leaders seemed significant to the investigation of 

superintendent identity. Moreover, this finding goes to the core of understanding the self-

perception component of superintendent identity. Superintendent Brennanôs response to 

my interview question ñIf you were to give yourself a label or title, as a superintendent, 

what would it be?ò reveals this district chief executiveôs self-perceptions: ñé if I had to 

tag myself, Iôd say Iôm an Adaptive Leader.  Thatôs who and what I am.ò  Interestingly, 

Superintendents Anderson, Carter, and Edwards described their positions as leader with 

respect to student outcomes for their districts.  For example, Superintendent Carter used 

the title ñdistrict leader,ò and described this role:  

éthe filter and synthesizer to make it easier for my administrators, principals, 

staff to focus on teaching and children and young adultsé 

 

Meanwhile Superintendent Edwards explained, ñé Iôm the instructional leader for the 

entire district.ò  Also, Superintendent Anderson stated: ñ...half of my job is the leader of 

the staff éò  Additionally, when asked in an interview: ñHow do you see your role in 

education reform (if any)?ò Superintendent Foxôs initial response was, ñI see myself as 

the leader.ò  This corroborates the other district chief executivesô descriptions of the 

superintendent as leader. 
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Johnson (1996) discussed the superintendentôs mission by outlining the sphere of 

leadership within the district chief executiveôs control.  While she espoused leadership 

and management are central to the superintendency, the chief concern expressed by 

superintendents in my study centered on the education of students.  Nevertheless, when 

asked: ñWhat would you describe as your major role(s) as a school district 

superintendent?ò  Superintendent Fox explained:   

Two.  Management function: to promote and ensure [the] district is 

efficient and effective in meeting short and long-term goals.  Leadership function: 

being chief learner to enable the organization.  Iôm not the one with all the ideas, 

just enabling culture for that.   

 

Superintendent Fox also shared perceptions of the superintendent as manager:   

Most superintendents [are] not honest.  If you donôt get the management 

part rightð$100 million operation, buses on time, rules and regulationsðyou 

wonôt last.  

 

Taken together, these superintendentsô self-perceptions support Johnsonôs (1996) 

conclusion that both leadership and management are requirements of the 

superintendency. 

While describing themselves, several superintendents responded with 

management titles, including manager, CEO [Chief Executive Officer] (Superintendent 

Brennan), COO [Chief Operating Officer](Superintendent Carter), CFO [Chief Financial 

Officer] (Superintendents Carter and Edwards).  Further, Superintendent Brennan used an 

analogy to describe the management aspect of the superintendent role:  

If this is a business and Iôm the CEO of this businesséI have physical 

plants to maintain, I have staff to manage, hire.  I also have a product; the product 

to me is to build a better student. 

 

Other corporate or management terms superintendents used to describe their role 

included ñchief problem solverò (Superintendent Edwards) and ñchief learnerò 
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(Superintendent Fox).  Superintendent Edwards summarized the management 

components of the superintendency:  

éto be a good superintendent all those things are very important butéyou still 

have to have the trains run on time.  As an expression for meaning, you really do 

have to manage a very complex systeméall of those skillsðemotional skill s, 

interpersonal skillé are important.  But you also have to manage a lot of things 

ébuildings and facilities and budgetséand mandates by the state.  Thereôs a 

level of being able to have a lot of balls in the air at the same time and be able to 

do that well.   

 

In other words, the superintendentôs role encompasses multiple dimensions that require 

management and leadership.   

Several participants in my study referred to the superintendent as teacher or 

educator.  Superintendent Carter described the superintendent role as a ñsymbolic 

educational leader.ò Also, Superintendent Edwards described the superintendent role as 

ñchief educatorò and claimed the title of ñinstructional leader,ò while Superintendent Fox 

described the major role of superintendent as ñchief learnerò and supplied the label 

ñlearner-in-chief.ò  My study participantsô definitions of the superintendent as educator 

were evocative of a key thinker I reviewed for this study, Murphy (2002), who described 

the school district administrator as ñeducatorò (p. 177) and presented the notion of the 

ñhead learnerò (p. 188).   

In my analysis, it was also noteworthy that all of my study participants were 

former teachers. Superintendents Anderson, Brennan, Edwards, and Fox discussed how 

prior experiences as a teacher helped shape them as superintendents.  For example, 

Superintendent Anderson explained, ñeverything I ever did as a teacher is what I try to do 

nowémostly I work with grown-ups now.ò Further, most of the superintendents that 

participated in my dissertation research described their leadership role in enabling or 
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empowering teachers and administrators.  Superintendent Anderson explained, ñMy work 

is around trying to create the conditions in which teachers can do their best teaching and 

kids can do their best learning.ò In summary, descriptions of my participants who were 

formerly teachers, including ñchief educatorò (Superintendent Edwards) and ñchief 

learnerò (Superintendent Fox), seemed to convey the influence of teaching on their self-

perceptions.   

The superintendents I interviewed for my study went beyond offering the major 

elements, components, or processes associated with education leadership I found in the 

literature, including system management, budgeting, school board relations, public 

relations, and directing learning practices (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; 

Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  My study participants 

provided a more complex portrait including vivid imagery or analogies.  For example, 

Superintendent Fox described the superintendent role in metaphorical terms: 

ñéChoreographer, director, producer...ò Superintendent Carter used other imagery to 

describe the superintendent role: ñjuggler.ò  Meanwhile, Superintendent Anderson, 

Carter, and Fox both described the superintendentôs role as communicator.   

While my study participants all used the term ñleadership,ò  the phrase had 

different connotations for each superintendent governed by their individual role 

expectations and self -perceptions. Superintendent Anderson provided the most 

comprehensive description of the superintendentôs role:  

My position has two big parts to itéhalf of it is as executive officer of 

school committee; itôs what we call school board émy job in that half is toé 

recommend and then ultimately implement policies that they make, many of 

which have to do with student achievement, budgeting, staffing and so on.  at the 

policy leveléthereôs both recommendation éas well as the execution functions.  

The second half of my job is the leader of the staff éto work with all of our 
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school principals, coordinators and teachers, other administrators, the community, 

parents, studentsðthe whole set of stakeholdersðto try to bring some focus and 

energy to the challenges oféraising achievement for all but making sureðat least 

tryingðto reduce the persistence and pernicious gaps in student achievement that 

we see. 

 

Superintendent Carter supported this description and shared a similar explanation: ñThe 

job is too complex to have one skill set.ò  Additionally, Superintendent Carter described 

major components of the superintendentôs role as:  

éproviding resources to staff.  [A] spokesperson for [the] district in good 

times and bad.  Advocate.  Lastly, stewardship to ensure [the] district 

moves forward. 

 

These study participantsô descriptions go beyond general terms to portray a more holi stic 

portrait of the superintendent as leader from the perspectives of these district chief 

executives.  Taken together, these district administrators generate a description of the 

superintendency and underscore the complexity of the superintendentôs role within the 

context of relationships with multiple constituents.   

The second key finding regarding the self-perception component is that 

participants in my study connected their self-concept with superintendent identity. This 

finding is consistent with the literature I reviewed by Thoits (2003), who defined identity 

as ñpositions in the social structure that individuals viewed as self-descriptiveò (p. 184).  

Also, Coll ier (2001) explained, ñIdentities are reflexively applied cognitions in the form 

of answers to the question óWhom [sic] am I?ôò (p. 217).  From my research, I found 

evidence supporting this finding that superintendents connect their self-concept and 

superintendent identity. For example, Superintendent Carter reasoned, ñé I believe that 

who you are and what you do for a living somehow merge after some period of time.ò  

Additionally, in my interviews with Superintendents Brennan, Dougherty and Fox, these 
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district chief executives provided descriptions of how they connected the role of 

superintendent with their self-concept. 

District chief executives connecting their self-concept and superintendent identity 

may seem a trivial finding; however, while most people I know speak of their jobs in 

relationship to their identity, the participants in my dissertation study went beyond 

providing their job title as part of the response to the question óWho am I?ô The 

superintendency seemed to eclipse other aspects of my study participantsô lives, including 

marriage and parenthood.  Moreover, this finding regarding superintendent identity 

represents an element not previously recognized in education leadership literature 

generally or more specifically in theories of effective district leadership. Further, 

understanding superintendent identity may facilitate the development of more complex 

theories of transformation, as well as effective district leadership consistent with calls 

within prior studies (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995; Scheerens, 2013).  In the 

Discussion chapter, I address the implications of a district chief executive connecting his 

or her self-concept and superintendent identity.  

How a school district chief executive describes and perceives themselves is 

important, given the connection I established earlier between superintendent identity and 

superintendent leadership practices.  This finding, that superintendents connect their self-

concept and superintendent identity, is also noteworthy given the complex, enormous 

responsibilit y of managing school districts, including overseeing instruction and policy 

implementation (Bowers, 2008; Elmore, 2000; Elmore & Burney, 1997, 2000, 2002; 

Fullan, 2005; Hannaway & Kimball , 2001; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 

2002; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2008; OôDay & Quick, 2009; Stein & 
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Nelson, 2003).  From my study participantsô descriptions, a superintendent wields 

significant influence in the implementation of education reforms or initiatives designed to 

transform school systems.  In other words, the significance of this finding is that 

superintendent identity, or how a district chief executive defines the superintendency, not 

only determines his or her priorities surrounding studentsô education, district operations, 

as well as other decisions related to the strategic direction of the district, but also it 

becomes all-consuming. It follows then that a district chief executiveôs superintendent 

identity guides their behavior (Burke & Reitzes, 1981). Later in this chapter I will discuss 

superintendent identity in relationship to leadership practices. 

This finding, regarding the self -perception component of superintendent identity, 

also bears significance because my study participants connected their district chief 

executive role to their and identity both generally as a person and specifically as a 

superintendent.  In my research interview, Superintendent Carter responded to the 

question óWho am I?ô posed in a general frame of reference: ñIôm a professional 

educator.ò  Subsequently, this superintendent responded to my question regarding 

identity specifically in the context of superintendent similarly:  ñEducational leader.  

Who am I?  éthe same answersé educational leader.ò  Likewise, Superintendent Fox 

responded to the question óWho am I?ô posed in a general frame of reference: ñI am a 

person of actionéfrom the context of an educator.ò  Subsequently this superintendent 

responded to my question regarding identity specifically in the context of superintendent:  

All of the things I just said, but then I would add: to improve the quality of 

the school systems in which I work to provide students with the very best 

education possible.   
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Further evidence that these participants connected their self-concept and superintendent 

identity was apparent in my interviews with Superintendent Brennan.  This 

superintendent responded to the question óWho am I?ô specifically in the context of 

superintendent:  ñI took who and what I am and became a superintendent fighting the 

good fight.ò  In my analysis of my study participant interview transcripts, I noted that 

Superintendent Dougherty also highlighted the importance of his self-perception as 

ñeducator.ò Taken together, the statements of these research participants seem to confirm 

that superintendentsô self-perceptions are integral to developing a more complete 

understanding of the district chief executive, as they go beyond job inventories and 

theoretical or conceptual descriptions. 

Related to these district chief executivesô self-perceptions, a concern raised by 

several study participants was that superintendent identity at times seemed to obscure 

other identities, such as spouse or parent. When I asked if there was a difference in the 

answer to the question ñwho am I?ò when posed in a general sense versus in the context 

of the superintendency, Superintendent Dougherty responded: 

I think they are differenté Iôm an educator who really...values his 

relationships with his kids and with his family...and...superintendent is an 

important part of that but itôs only a part of that. 

 

Interestingly, Superintendent Dougherty validates his other identities while describing the 

importance of his self-perception as ñeducatorò or superintendent.  

An emerging theme related to the self-perception component was that district 

chief executives in my dissertation study appeared to grapple with a tension stemming 

from connecting their self -concept and superintendent identity.  Superintendent 

Dougherty underscores this theme: ñSuperintendent is a job I hold, itôs not who I 
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amémy kidsémy wife, my life outside of here has value.ò  Superintendent Dougherty 

later admitted, ñI worry quite a bit that this role becomes who I am.ò  Similarly, as I 

highlighted in the Introduction, Superintendent Anderson wondered, ñWhat is the part of 

me that is not a superintendent?ò  Also, Superintendent Anderson elaborated, ñIôm trying 

to figure out who I am outside of superintendent...ò Superintendent Carter goes furthest in 

articulating this theme, stating: ñAnd I believe that who you are and what you do for a 

living somehow merge after some period of time.ò  My study participantsô statements 

highlight what Stryker and Burke (2000) discuss related to the identity process and self-

concept: 

é multiple identities tied to participation in networks of social 

relationships or in groups with potentially different agendas and 

expectations for members, each affected by perceptions relevant to the 

self.  This conception visualizes the possibility, even the likelihood, of 

competition among identitiesécommitments and identities reinforce, 

conflict with, or are independent of one another (p. 291). 

 

 In the Discussion chapter, I will return to this theme and provide recommendations for 

district chief executives to minimize conflict or competition between the superintendent 

identity and other identities.   

The data analysis I conducted to understand my study participantsô self-

perceptions within the context of my research questions, and select literature framing my 

study, revealed that these superintendents all referred to themselves as a leader first. 

Table 8 presents the descriptive terms most frequently used by my study participants in 

reference to their self-perceptions in the context of their school district superintendent 

role.   



128 

 

Table 8  

Superintendent Position Descriptions 

Position Description Frequency 

Leader   8 

Role   7 

Advocate   5 

Educator   5 

Learner   5 

Professional   4 

 

 

 Leader was one of the most common self-perceptions offered by my study 

participants (see Table 8).  In other words, while my study participants offered other 

descriptions, the word leader was one of the most frequently used terms these district 

chief executives used to describe themselves.  Moreover, while these superintendents 

perceived themselves as leaders; they described their role in relationship to the students 

within the organizations they managed. 

This finding that these superintendents describe themselves as leaders was 

consistent with the role ascribed to them by key thinkers (Elmore, 2000; Hargreaves & 

Fink, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  Nevertheless, 

in my analysis, these district chief executivesô self-descriptions of their leadership were 

more nuanced than what appears in the literature.  Although the word leader was one of 

the most frequently used terms superintendents used to describe themselves, the 

superintendents also repeatedly referred to kids and students while relating their self-
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perceptions.  In other words, the superintendents considered themselves to be leaders, but 

they also described their role in relationship to the students or kids within the 

organizations they lead.  Additionally, in an analysis of my study participantsô self-

perceptions, the terms ñadvocateò and ñlearnerò were included in the superintendentsô 

position descriptions (Table 8).  Since these terms are not confined to an educational 

arena, this analysis seems to support the interplay of my study participantsô multiple 

identities consistent with Stryker and Burkeôs (2000) explanation of identity processes.   

In further analysis I considered superintendentsô self-perceptions by focusing on 

my study participantsô interview responses to the question ñWho am I?ò Earlier, I 

presented how my study participants offered similar responses when asked the question 

ñWho am I?ò in general terms as well as from the perspective of a superintendent.  

For example, Superintendent Anderson states:  

Iôm trying to figure out who I am outside of superintendenté[the] job is 

[the] job and [I] do it well and dedicate numerous hours... 

 

In other words, this study participantsô self-concept is connected to what they do in a 

professional capacity.  This underscores the importance of superintendent identity in the 

context of understanding the district chief executive and their leadership practices.  

Moreover, researchersô recognition of superintendentôs identity may support more 

complex theories of effective district leadership or transformation (Bowers, 2015; 

Leithwood, 1995; Scheerens, 2013) than focusing on leadership practices in isolation.  

Within the Discussion chapter, I will further address implications of my findings related 

to superintendent identity, specifically the self -perceptions component. 

As I highlighted earlier in this section, within my emerging conceptualization of 

Superintendent Identity (Figure 1), the superintendentôs identity consists of self-
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perceptions and role expectations.  Both self-perceptions and role expectations are 

depicted as internal components of the superintendentôs identity within my preliminary 

conceptualization.  Next, I will outli ne my findings and analysis related to the 

complementary component of superintendent identity: role expectations.   

Role expectations. Select identity theorists I reviewed for this study 

conceptualized identity as ñinternalized role expectationsò (Stryker & Burke, 2000, p. 

286).  Moreover, identity theorists Burke and Reitzes (1981) noted, ñIn order to be (some 

identity), one must act like (some identity)ò (pp. 90-91).  Therefore, my conceptualization 

of superintendent identity presupposed that superintendents perceive themselves as 

whatever they conceptualize as a superintendent.  Further, I surmise that as an individual 

becomes superintendent, expectations of the role guide their actions.  However, given the 

dearth of research focused on internal aspects or superintendent identity, aspiring district 

chief executives have been left to muddle through on their own without a body of 

literature to guide them in the development of role expectations. This highlights an 

important contribution of my findings related to the role expectations component of 

superintendent identity.  Specifically, my findings add to what is known pertaining to 

superintendent leadership, particularly from the perspectives of these district chief 

executives concerning their role expectations. 

In the literature review chapter, I hypothesized that leadership models popularized 

in education circles and training may be involved in the development of superintendentsô 

role expectations.  Interestingly, only one study participant pointed to higher education in 

a discussion of superintendent identity.  While my study participants did not explicitly 

point to the influences of preparation programs, it doesnôt negate the implications for 
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superintendent education and training.  I will turn to discuss participantsô perceptions of 

influences on superintendent identity, including training, in my analysis of external 

influences.   

Next, I will  outline my findings related to the role expectations component of 

superintendent identity.  Superintendent Carter went farthest in providing a description of 

their role expectations regarding the superintendency: 

éitôs hard to explain what we are, but weôre definitely instructional leaders; 

weôre definitely change agentséweôre people managers, because 95% of all 

issues are personnel issueséitôs kind of interesting when youôre talking about 

identityéif you think about whatôs demanded of a superintendent today, you have 

to be a philosopher, business manager, supermanðor superwoman now, thank 

Godðteacher, sociologist, political scientist, change agent, instructional leader, 

and counselor-educator.   

 

This participantôs list of role expectations illustrates the complexity inherent in 

superintendent identity.   

The first key finding from my study related to the role expectations component of 

superintendent identity is: these superintendents described superintendent identity in 

connection with their leadership practices.  This finding, that participants in my study 

described superintendent identity in connection with their leadership practices, supports 

the assertions of identity theorists regarding role expectations. Earlier, I referenced 

Collierôs (2001) description of identity as the advancement of tasks related to a role. 

Further, the association between the superintendent identity component of role 

expectations and self-concept could not be clearer than Superintendent Brennanôs 

statement: ñI took who and what I am and became a superintendent.ò  Also, in the 

preceding paragraph, Superintendent Carter seems to highlight a connection between role 

expectations and leadership practices. 
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While it makes sense intuitively that superintendent leadership practices reflect 

superintendent identity, prior education leadership studies regarding superintendentsô 

leadership practices do not show appreciation for the influence of superintendent identity. 

For example, in my review of literature, I presented studies that used Posner and Kouzesô 

(1988) conceptualization of leadership practices to investigate superintendentsô 

leadership. None of these studies recognized the influence of superintendent identity 

(Clisbee, 2004; Golden, 1999; Redish, 2010). Given select research on identity validates 

its significant influence on behavior or leadership practices (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 

2003), omission of superintendentsô role expectations in prior research represents a 

meaningful gap in the literature.  It follows from assertions of identity theorists Burke 

and Reitzes (1981) that these superintendentsô role expectations, or how they 

conceptualize the superintendency, guides their actions.  This dissertation study finding 

regarding these superintendentsô role expectations is important to describing and 

understanding the superintendent versus a nebulous district entity, and ultimately 

developing more complex theories of transformation or effective school district 

leadership (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995; Scheerens, 2013). 

My findings also revealed these superintendentsô role expectations related to 

Posner and Kouzesô (1988) leadership practices. Within my preliminary framework for 

understanding the superintendent (Figure 4), I included leadership practices informed by 

Posner and Kouzesô (1988) leadership practices: Challenging the Process, Inspiring a 

Shared Vision, Enabling Others to Act, Modeling the Way, and Encouraging the Heart.  

Al though I did not use the quantitative LPI instrument in my research, my interview 
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protocol (Appendix D) included Kouzes and Posnerôs (2000) conceptualizations of 

leadership practices as they were instrumental to my qualitative study interviews.   

The participants in my study provided insight into how they perceived the 

influence of role expectations on their behaviors or practices.  For example, 

Superintendent Edwards pointed to a connection between the role expectation component 

of superintendent identity and the leadership practice of ñinspiring a shared visionò:  

My role has multi[ple] facets, theécentral responsibility is toé determine 

éthe vision of where the district is going and what that can look like year to year 

is what the district goals are.   

 

What this superintendent expressed highlights their role expectation of developing a 

vision for their district. I will r eturn to discuss superintendent vision later in this chapter. 

This finding that my study participants described superintendent identity in 

connection with leadership practices suggests that understanding superintendentsô role 

expectations may assist in interpreting school district leadersô actions or decisions.  

Earlier I explained my conceptualization of superintendent identity presupposed that 

district chief executives perceive themselves as whatever they conceptualize as a 

superintendent.  Therefore, understanding how superintendents translate their role 

expectations into their behavior or leadership practices could prove useful in the 

development of theories of effective district leadership.   

There are also practical considerations for this finding that my study participants 

connected their role expectations and leadership practices.  In essence, understanding the 

superintendentôs role expectations provides a lens to view a school district leadersô 

behavior. While understandably the general public is primarily concerned with policies 

and decision-making effecting their child or students, understanding the superintendentôs 
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role expectations has ramifications particularly for school district governance. For 

example, a school board or council member may change their perspective regarding a 

district chief executiveôs opposition by gaining an understanding of how role 

expectations guide a superintendentôs leadership practice related to ñchallenging the 

process.ò In the Discussion chapter I expound on implications from this study, including 

how superintendents may help others understand their role expectations. 

 

Table 9  

Superintendent Role Expectations 

Role expectation Frequency  

Student 21  

Achievement 16  

District 16  

Believe 13  

Budget 12  

Goals   9  

School   9  

 

Table 9 displays the terms superintendents in my study most frequently used in 

their position descriptions.  This analysis of my study participantsô role expectations, 

while seemingly rudimentary, is important to my study.  The role expectations of my 

study participants help to render a description of superintendent leadership from the 

perspective of the district chief executive. As I stated earlier, the role expectations I 



135 

 

discovered through my research have not previously been part of the education leadership 

discourse.  Therefore, without the inclusion of superintendentsô role expectations a gap 

exists in the education leadership base, and assumptions regarding superintendent 

leadership as well as effective district leadership theories are intrinsically flawed. 

In my analysis of my study participantsô role expectations, the term student was 

used most frequently, followed by achievement. This seems to suggest my study 

participantsô role expectations were primarily related to students and student 

achievement.  The frequency that district was raised in superintendentsô position 

descriptions (see Table 9) was not surprising, as these leaders described their role in 

terms of state, district, and local community contexts.  Later, I wil l discuss role 

expectations related to the school district in the context of my preliminary framework.   

The statement I presented earlier from Superintendent Edwards regarding role 

expectations with respect to advancing student achievement through fiscal resources and 

advancing student achievement is corroborated by Superintendent Foxôs assertion: 

If  I donôt keep that belief and vision presentéand keep people 

accountable to closing the achievement gap and making sure that we provide for 

the needs of the range of students, then who does that?  That is a major, if not the 

most important, role that I have in the district.  Doesnôt mean thereôs not 1,000 

other things I have to do, but my responsibility is for the education of every single 

child in the district. 

 

This study participantôs comments with respect to vision and student achievement seems 

to suggest associations between superintendent role expectations and student 

achievement, as well as personal vision.  Next, I wil l present two emerging themes from 

my study related to the role expectations component of superintendent identity: student 

achievement and superintendent vision. 
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Student achievement.  One emerging theme from my study related to 

superintendent role expectations centers on student achievement: superintendents in my 

study perceived their role as promoting student achievement.  In my analysis I discovered 

that my study participants referred to promoting student achievement in connection with 

their identity or meaning they ascribed to the superintendency.  Also, this emerging 

theme corroborates Fairbanks-Schutzôs (2010) finding regarding a connection between 

superintendent beliefs and practices related to increasing student achievement, 

specifically for marginalized students.  Additionally, superintendentsô role expectations 

related to promoting student achievement are consistent with the empirical and 

conceptual literature I reviewed for this study: Karbula (2009), Devono (2009), Kultgen 

(2010), Charlton (2009), Wright (2009), Neale (2010), Fairbanks-Schutz (2010), Sawyer 

(2010), Casserly et al. (2011), and Wiley (2011).  In addition, key literature reviewed for 

this study considered the effects of district leadership on student achievement (Hart &  

Ogawa, 1987; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003; Wiley, 2011).  However, the focus of 

my study was limited to my study participantsô role expectations related to student 

achievement, as prior research does not consider the identity of superintendents with 

respect to student outcomes. 

Admittedly, this emerging theme may seem banal as one might assume leaders of 

school districts are focused on student achievement.  However, while education reform 

and effective schools research center on improving student outcomes, superintendents 

have been ignored in much of this research.  Since my study participants highlighted how 

superintendents are involved in the improvement process, the district chief executive 

should be included among the multiple actors investigated in studies of educational 
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improvement.  This finding that school district leaders perceive their role as promoting 

student achievement bears significance and warrants analysis in order to contribute to the 

literature superintendentsô role expectations related to promoting student achievement.   

The superintendents I interviewed during the course of my dissertation research 

all described their positions with respect to student achievement.  This emerging theme of 

student achievement with respect to the superintendentôs role expectations was evidenced 

by Superintendent Doughertyôs comments regarding discussions with school district 

stakeholders: 

I think whatôs been particularly effective about all those discussions is 

theyôre all built around our goals, around what we want for students, and what we 

want in terms of achievement, and what we want in terms of their outcomes. 

 

Also, my study participants discussed their role expectations related to student 

achievement within an organizational context in terms of advocating for students.  

Superintendent Anderson explained, 

I need toétry to work with all of our school principals, coordinators and 

teachers, other administrators, the community, parents, studentsðthe whole set of 

stakeholdersðto try to bring some focus and energy to the challenges ofé raising 

achievement for all but making sure at least trying to reduce the persistence and 

pernicious gaps in student achievement that we see. 

 

Additionally, from the responses of my study participants, including Superintendent 

Anderson, it could be reasoned that superintendentsô leadership or facilitation of adult 

learning is in effect promoting student achievement. 

 Participants in my dissertation study offered other examples of promoting 

student achievement beyond supporting principals and teachers. Superintendent 

Brennan offered this description of the superintendentôs role in student 

achievement: 
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So itôs up to me to make sure I have the resources, I have the people in 

place, and that I truly have all the structures that I need to make sure the bottom 

line is student achievementé.   

 

Similarly, Superintendent Carter discussed student achievement in relationship to the 

superintendency: 

I monitor and provide resources to the program and school leaders who are 

elementarily responsible for the success in their buildings and the same for 

teachers who are primarily responsible for the success of the students in their 

classrooms. 

 

Other participants in my dissertation study described role expectations related to student 

achievement that revolved around the management of resources.  For example, 

Superintendent Edwards explained,  ñYou have to look at how students are achieving and 

how to advocate in budget. ñ  Likewise, Superintendent Fox described the role of 

superintendent as, in part: ñéto get the money and set direction to achieve student 

goals.ò  In other words, the school district superintendents in my study perceived their 

role as promoting student achievement through their work with stakeholders as well as 

the management of structures and resources. 

Interestingly, my study participants shared their role expectations associated with 

promoting student achievement despite skepticism some superintendents voiced about 

measures of student achievement.  For example, Superintendent Anderson stated, ñéthe 

longer I do this work I question measures of achievement.ò  Likewise, Superintendent 

Edwards spoke frankly: ñStudents struggle and may not have parallel achievement.ò  

Meanwhile, these superintendents speak to an unshakable commitment to improving 

student outcomes.   

This emerging theme that these superintendents connected superintendent identity 

or meaning of the superintendency to promoting student achievement is important to 



139 

 

understanding these school district chief executives.  Theories of effective district 

leadership are incomplete without the lens of superintendent identity, specifically role 

expectations, and appreciation for this related emerging theme.  Additionally, an 

understanding of superintendentsô role expectations regarding student achievement may 

have added to the investigation of district chief executivesô leadership practices in prior 

studies.  Next, I will present another emerging theme related to the role expectations 

component of superintendent identity: superintendent vision. 

Superintendent vision. The theme of superintendent vision emerged through my 

analysis of study participant interview transcripts related to role expectations.  This theme 

was raised by all of my study participants.  Within the context of my study, a 

superintendentôs vision seemed to represent an important aspect of the district leaderôs 

role expectations as evidenced by Superintendent Doughertyôs interview response: ñI 

think my key job is keeper of the vision.ò  My study participants descriptions of 

superintendent vision were useful in developing an understanding of superintendentsô 

role expectation this perspective has not been represented in education leadership 

li terature (Leithwood & Duke, 1998).   

Vision appears to be unique from other forms of these superintendentsô 

communication, and distinct from district chief executivesô beliefs with respect to student 

achievement.  Hallinger and Heck (2002) explained, ñPersonal vision refers to the values 

that underlie a leaderôs view of the worldò (p. 9).  Consistent with Hallinger and Heck, 

my study participants espoused their worldviews through their personal visions and 

perspectives on education.   
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In my analysis, all of my study participants expressed that their perspective on 

education influenced them.  Superintendents Brennan, Carter, Edwards, and Fox 

discussed their perspectives on education related to their role as district chief executives.  

For example, Superintendent Carter expressed a belief regarding American education as 

ña rite of passage to success for anyone who wants to take that path.ò  This 

superintendent expounded, ñIn this environment the student doesnôt get many 

opportunities.  Education is the big one.ò  Similarly, Superintendent Edwards expressed a 

vision regarding education: 

é I truly believed that the most important gift, fi rst of all, we give our children, 

or we give any child, besides the love of an adult, family, is an education, because 

thatôs how people become self-actualized.  Thatôs how people will  define their 

lives and their careers and their families.  So it is a gateway to how theyôll live 

their lives, and it is also a way that they come to understand themselves better.   

 

There are clear similarities in these superintendentsô worldviews or their visions of the 

role of education in society.  Superintendent Brennan, similar to other study participants, 

describes a worldview or beliefs regarding the importance of education from a personal 

perspective:  

Iôm a city kid who had the right people around him and I got to where I 

am today.  But education played the biggest role... I am a person who believes 

education is a great equalizer and every child deserves the right to be a 

superintendent someday. 

 

From Superintendent Brennanôs espoused beliefs regarding education, it is easy to see 

how a superintendentôs personal vision connects to his or her role expectations.   

The word believe was one of the most frequently mentioned terms in my study 

participantsô position descriptions (see Table 9).  From my analysis, these 

superintendentsô beliefs or vision were expressed in relation to role expectations.  
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Superintendent Dougherty noted the importance of vision while stating the expectations 

of the superintendent role: 

I believe my role is to take that vision and pull it together, put it in the 

form that people can understand, hold people accountable for the implementation 

of it, and find the right ways to fund and measure their work. 

 

Also, Superintendent Dougherty explained, ñI do believe I have an important role in 

selling people, for example, on that budget and on that vision that that budgetôs about.ò 

Additional analysis related to this emerging theme of superintendent vision seemed to 

confi rm that my study participantsô beliefs were connected to their role expectations.  

Superintendent Fox stated: 

I came in and shared my vision with peopleéand weôve made enormous 

progress raising academic achievement for our students here.  éand I would say 

there is a pretty strong cohesive vision within the district now [that] all kids can 

learn, what that actually means, and how you get there. 

 

These study participants statements also support what I highlighted earlier regarding an 

apparent connection between the role expectations component of superintendent identity 

and leadership practice.  However, Superintendent Fox cautioned, ñMy opinion is 

thatéhaving a vision and articulating it and taking risks is not enough.ò  In other words, 

given the multifaceted role of the superintendent, it is important to note that vision 

represents only one of many role expectations.   

Nevertheless, this emerging theme of superintendent vision is important to 

understanding these school district chef executives.  Effective district leadership 

discourse could stand to benefit from the superintendent identity lens, specifically the 

role expectation component, and this emerging theme of vision.  An understanding of 

superintendent identity, particularly superintendentsô role expectations regarding the 

district chief executiveôs vision may help explain findings in previous studies regarding 
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the leadership practices of Inspiring A Shared Vision.  Furthermore, differences in 

superintendentsô role expectations, particularly those related to vision, may contribute to 

variations in leadership effectiveness.  

Initially it appeared that these superintendents only described vision in association 

with communication.  However, upon further analysis I realized that Superintendents 

Dougherty, Edwards, Fox, and Anderson discussed communication not only regarding 

vision, but also in relationship to expressing the needs of students.  Also, the theme of 

communication emerged in my study participantsô accounts of their interactions with 

their staff, school boards or committees, as well as their school district communities.   

 In summary, identity theory was useful as a lens informing my investigation of 

superintendent identity in this sample of school district superintendents.  Specifically, the 

major findings and significant themes from my study participant interviews confirmed 

the usefulness of two identity components highlighted by Stryker and Burke (2000): self-

perceptions and role expectations.  These two components of identity are represented 

within my conceptualization of superintendent identity that contributed to my preliminary 

framework for understanding the superintendent (see Figure 4) presented with my review 

of the literature for this study.  The Discussion chapter includes implications for my 

research findings related to my conceptualization of superintendent identity (Figure 1) as 

well as my preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent (Figure 4).   

As I outlined earlier, to organize my findings and analysis, I utilized the 

components of my preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent (Figure 

4).  In the preceding section, I focused on two components of superintendent identity. 

This was important to my study as within my review of literature I hypothesized that 
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school district superintendents most likely make sense of their roles and experiences as 

district chief executive through the superintendent identity.  Next, I turn to my findings 

and analysis related to the component of superintendent influences. 

 

Superintendent Influences  

In the Data Collection section, I outlined how my investigation focused on 

addressing three research questions, including: What factors do public school district 

superintendents perceive as influential in the development of their identities?  In other 

words, my study centered, in part, on describing what my study participants perceived as 

instrumental to the development of their self-perceptions and role expectations as school 

district chief executives. As I developed my conceptualization of superintendent identity 

(Figure 1) and preliminary framework for understanding superintendents (Figure 4), I 

presupposed that how superintendents describe and perceive themselves most likely 

influence their behaviors or leadership practices. Further I surmised superintendent 

identity is influenced by superintendents looking to others in district chief executive 

positions. Therefore, my investigation of these superintendentsô influences extended to 

study participantsô thinking, personal values, motivations, or other influences.  Also, my 

research was centered on what study participants perceived as influential to 

superintendent identity and their leadership practices as district chief executives.  This is 

a significant line of inquiry given the dearth of research focused on superintendent 

identity in existing education leadership research regarding district chief executives.  

Furthermore, previous research not only ignored superintendent identity, but also 

investigated superintendentsô leadership practices without regard to influences on the 

district chief executiveôs behaviors.  
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From the contextual factors I explored through my study, it appears study 

participants were influenced by both internal and external aspects.  What follows are my 

key findings and emerging themes developed through data analysis related to both 

internal and external influences on superintendent identity.  Also, I will present my 

analysis of these influences within the context of my literature review and using the lens 

of identity theory selected for this study.  In addition, I outline how my study validates 

the component of superintendent influences within my preliminary framework for 

understanding the superintendent (Figure 4), beginning with internal influences.   

Int ernal influences. In the preceding paragraphs, I presented my findings related 

to superintendent identity or how superintendents make meaning of their experiences and 

conceptualize their roles as district chief executives. As I presented earlier, given the 

work of identity theorists (Hoelter, 1985; Thoits, 2003), Superintendent Identity (Figure 

1) exists within the context of influences that shape district chief executivesô leadership 

practices.  Thus, one of the aims of my study was to investigate participantsô internal 

influences.  Next, I will turn to discuss my investigation into what these superintendents 

perceived as their internal infl uences.  Now, I present a key finding and emerging theme 

as well as analysis related to internal superintendent influences in the context of literature 

reviewed for this study as well as my emerging framework. 

Within the literature review, I highlighted that the internal aspect of 

superintendents was largely ignored within the school district leadership discourse 

(Musella and Leithwood, 1990).  I also called attention to existing research related only 

to internal aspects focused on superintendentsô trust, job satisfaction, and job stress 
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(Blair, 2010; Floyd, 2009; Herron, 2009).  Further, I cited Musella and Leithwood (1990) 

regarding the importance of understanding the internal aspects of superintendents.  

While, my dissertation study does not consider variations in superintendent leadership 

practices separately or in relationship to superintendent identity, in the Discussion chapter 

I will  address implications for future leadership practice research related to 

superintendent identity. Meanwhile, the focus of this dissertation centers on developing 

an understanding of the superintendent utilizing an identity lens.  

To understand internal influences on superintendent identity more fully, I probed 

my study participants regarding their perceptions of what shaped or motivated their self-

perceptions as well as role expectations as district chief executives.  A key finding from 

my study regarding internal influences was that these superintendents perceived prior 

experiences as a significant influence on the development of their self-perceptions and 

role expectations as school district chief executives.  For example, Superintendent 

Brennan described a course as an influence on superintendent identity.  This 

superintendent reported that attending a course influenced their perspective and work, 

especially in subsequent interactions with students.  Also, Superintendent Dougherty 

described the influence of professional associations and stated that a network ñreally 

shaped who I am.ò In addition, Superintendent Dougherty shared the influence of prior 

experiences working at the state level.  Additionally, both Superintendents Dougherty 

and Edwards spoke of their prior roles as school committee members as influential on 

superintendent identity. 

My finding that these superintendentsô internal superintendent influences included 

prior experiences is also substantiated by the fact that roles such as teacher were 
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referenced a superintendent identity influence by all my study participants.  

Superintendents Anderson, Brennan, Edwards, and Fox discussed how prior experiences 

as a teacher helped shape them as superintendents.  For example, Superintendent 

Anderson recounted moving from teaching at a secondary school to a primary school: 

Thatéopened my eyes to the 13-year journey that children take, and I was 

interested in playing a part and having some influence in that.  I became more 

conscious of who those kids were before they reached me in the high school 

andéthat whetted my appetite for having a broader influence over their 13-year 

journey. 

 

As I noted earlier, all of my study participants were former teachers.  This finding 

regarding internal superintendent influences is consistent with what I found regarding 

superintendent identity, specifically my study participants related that their self-

perceptions as district chief executives were influenced by their experiences as teachers.   

Prior teaching experience also related to the notion of a ñnatural progression,ò 

referred to by Superintendents Brennan and Edwards.  Superintendent Brennan spoke of 

progressing from teaching to administration, and Superintendent Edwards corroborated 

this notion: ñSo itôs been a natural progression through my whole career leading to this 

point.  éeverything sort of led to the next thing.ò  Other superintendents in my study also 

spoke of being spurred on to the superintendency.  In other words, my study participants 

saw prior experiences as influencing superintendent identity or promoting the 

development of their self-perceptions and role expectations related to the 

superintendency. 

This finding that my study participantsô internal superintendent influences 

included prior experiences is important to describing and understanding these 

superintendentsô role expectations and self-perceptions as well as their superintendent 
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leadership practices.  Additionally, this finding could assist in the development of more 

complex theories of transformation (Bowers, 2015; Leithwood, 1995).  As I have noted 

throughout this dissertation, effective district leadership theories have not considered 

internal aspects or influences (Musella and Leithwood, 1990).  Furthermore, there are 

potential practical implications of this finding for the training and hiring of 

superintendents that will be discussed in the next chapter. 

In my analysis, an apparent link emerged between the internal superintendent 

influence of prior experiences and superintendent identity.  For example, in response to 

my interview question ñWhat do you perceive as an influence on who you are as a 

superintendent,ò Superintendent Fox ruminated: 

Watching five different superintendents with five different styles over a 

long period of time, I learned a lot about what works and what doesnôt work.  And 

it was that very long-term éinternship that really shaped my thinkingéwatching 

people in leadership roles and doing a lot of thinking and reflectionéand making 

some decisions that were not so good. That reallyéshaped me into the kind of 

person I am today. 

 

In essence, this superintendent seems to point to the influence of prior experiences, 

observing the practices of other school district chief executives, in the development of 

superintendent identity. 

This finding that these superintendents perceived prior experiences as a 

significant influence on the development of superintendent identity also relates to what I 

validated through my study regarding the reference group component of my 

superintendent identity conceptualization.  From my dissertation research, prior 

experiences with mentors and other respected superintendents emerged as important not 

only to superintendent identity formation, through the superintendentôs reference group, 

but also mentors appeared to serve as internal influences for these school district leaders 
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beyond initial superintendent identity development.  Later I will  detail the results of my 

investigation into the superintendentôs reference group with my findings regarding 

external superintendent identity influences.  

Related to prior experiences, an internal superintendent influence my study 

participants reported, was meaningful interactions with more experienced 

superintendents, specifically mentors.  Interestingly, the influence of mentors appeared to 

continue into the superintendency beyond the initial two-year period of identity formation 

(Cast, 2003).  For example, Superintendent Dougherty, in the fourth year as a district 

chief executive, reflected on advice from a ñsenior memberò of a superintendent group. 

In fact, all my study participants were beyond the initial period of identity formation and 

each one pointed to reflecting on the practices of other respected superintendents or the 

influence of mentors on superintendent identity. This suggests the superintendent 

influence of mentors differs from that of the reference group.  Moreover, these study 

participantsô prior experiences with mentors seemed to influence not only superintendent 

identity, but also leadership practices.  I will address superintendent leadership practices 

later in this chapter. 

While discussing influences on superintendent identity, my study participants also 

alluded to more personal prior experiences involving their parents (Superintendent 

Carter), coworkers (Superintendent Edwards), important people (Anderson), and 

upbringing (Superintendents Carter, Edwards and Dougherty).  For example, in response 

to the question ñWhat do you perceive as an influence on who you are as a 

superintendent?ò Superintendent Edwards stated: 
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. . . certainly, how I grew upéin terms of the modeling of my own parents and 

their values around educationéI would say the experiences of my life, which all 

have some focus in educationéthe people I have worked with. 

 

Also, Superintendent Dougherty described the influence of a non-diverse background and 

the juxtaposition between this upbringing and interactions with a diverse student body as 

an influence on superintendent identity.  Meanwhile, Superintendent Anderson points to 

ñimportant people in my personal life and my career.ò Additionally, Superintendent 

Carter explained the internal influence of prior experiences: ñI try not to let idiosyncratic 

events affect how I make decisions, but I try to learn and put into my memory bank to be 

aware of possibilities of the human condition.ò  These superintendentsô responses also 

seem to suggest there is some overlap between internal and external influences.  

Through the course of my data analysis, a key theme related to internal 

superintendent leadership influences, specifically prior experiences, emerged: 

motivations.  As I reviewed portions of my transcripts coded at the ñmotivationò node in 

NVivo, I realized these segments also related to my research question regarding 

superintendent identity influences.  For example, Superintendent Carter referred to 

personal motivations for leadership:  

Iôd say the relationships, the mentoring, seeing children and staff members 

develop and grow and become better at what they doéseeing a first-year teacher 

become a fifth -year teacher who I can use as a coach because she or he is so good.   

 

Likewise, the other superintendents in my study shared personal stories that served as an 

internal inf luence or motivation as district chief executive.  Superintendent Fox credited a 

spouse as well as an in-law for their encouragement to seek out a superintendent position, 

thereby providing a powerful motivation for leadership.   
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In summary, these superintendentsô motivations are important to developing an 

understanding of school district chief executives.  An understanding of superintendent 

motivation may have added to researchersô investigations of leadership practices in prior 

studies by producing more complex and in-depth findings. As I outlined in my rationale 

for data collection, both internal and external influences are important to understanding 

potential influences on my study participantsô superintendent leadership practices. 

Aspiring superintendents could benefit from understanding superintendentsô motivations 

as they consider district chief executivesô leadership practices.  Moreover, as I stated 

earlier, there are practical reasons for understanding superintendentsô motivations, 

particularly in relationship-building with school board or committee members.  Next, I 

will  address key themes, findings and analysis related to the contextual factors or external 

influences explored through my study. 

External inf luences.  While my conceptualization of superintendent identity (see 

Figure 1) portrayed superintendent identity as situated within the context of external 

influences, my preliminary framework for understanding superintendents (see Figure 4) 

goes further to depict superintendentsô identity as influenced externally by environmental 

factors.  This was consistent with Musella and Leithwoodôs (1990) framework for 

understanding school system administration.  By studying district chief executives 

through the lens of superintendent identity and within the context of their external 

superintendent influences, my dissertation study contributes a missing element to 

education leadership research.  The importance of my findings regarding these district 

chief executivesô external superintendent influences is rooted in the fact that no attention 

has been paid to superintendent identity in this context within education leadership 
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literature.  This disregard for the superintendent identity and its influences has resulted in 

a homogenous portrayal of the school district as an entity and almost no research on 

which to base an understanding of individual actors.  Furthermore, inattention to 

superintendent identity influences limited explanations of these district leadersô practices.   

As stated in my review of literature, I conceptualized Superintendent Identity 

(Figure 1) as the two components of role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000) and self-

perception (Thoits, 2003), within the context of a reference group (Collier, 2001) and 

external influences (Hoelter, 1985; Thoits, 2003).  Additionally, within the context of my 

research investigation I defined external influences as contextual factors external to the 

superintendent such as training, the local community and district or organizational 

conditions, including education reform, and politics as well as other influences.  External 

influences were a focus of my research because they specifically addressed one of my 

research questions.  I aim to contribute to education leadership literature by developing 

an understanding of superintendent identity and leadership practices.  Further, fostering 

an understanding of superintendent identity influences could facil itate more robust 

theories of effective district leadership and transformation. 

Based on my dissertation research, the reference group functions not only in the 

development of superintendent identity, especially the self-perception component, but 

also as an external influence.  As I highlighted earlier, a key theorist presented the 

identity formation process as individuals comparing themselves to a reference group 

(Collier, 2001). Further, I conceptualized the reference group as an external influence on 

superintendent identity (Collier, 2001).  The accounts of my study participants seem to 

confirm the reference group as a notable part of district chief executivesô sense making 
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with regard to the superintendency.  Moreover, during the course of my research, 

superintendents highlighted the reference group as they pointed to interactions with 

others.  For example, in an interview Superintendent Carter made comparisons to other 

urban superintendents as well as contrasts with suburban superintendents.  This 

superintendentôs response substantiates Collierôs (2001) identity formation process of 

comparison with a role standard.   

From my research interviews, another facet of the reference group, mentors and 

other respected superintendents emerged as significant. As I noted earlier, all of the 

participants in my study acknowledged the influence of mentors. For example, in 

response to the question ñWhat do you perceive as an influence on who you are as a 

superintendent,ò Superintendents Brennan, Dougherty, and Fox spoke of superintendents 

who mentored them or served as role models on their journey toward becoming a 

superintendent.  Superintendent Dougherty stated,  

I got into administration becauseéI had an administrator who said he 

thought that é would be a good role for meéis that something I was thinking 

about pursing? Iôd actually never thought about it before. 

 

Similarly, Superintendent Brennan responded, ñI would say I worked for a superintendent 

thatéwas éa great influence on who I am.ò  Meanwhile, Superintendent Fox explained: 

éI attribute a lot of my skill because I watched so many people that 

would either succeed or not succeed.  And I do worry about a lot of people who 

become superintendent before they have the breadth of experience because what 

happens when you then take on challenges that hit you a mile a minute?  Youôre 

more likely to make mistakes if you donôt have a lot of experience.   

 

These school district chief executives seemingly attach importance to the reference group 

or role standards, including mentors and point to the influence of more experienced 

superintendents.  
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While my research did not reveal any key findings specifically related to the 

reference group, through my inquiry I validated the significance of this external influence 

for this sample of district chief executives, especially to superintendent identity as well as 

leadership practices. The importance of the reference group, within the context of 

superintendent identity, has not been recognized in prior research. Nevertheless, the value 

of insights into the superintendentôs reference group, lies in understanding the external 

influence of the reference group, particularly mentors and more experienced 

superintendents. In the next chapter I wil l discuss practical implications for the reference 

group, including superintendent mentors. Next, I will outline my investigation into a 

potential external influence investigated through my study: training.   

Within my emerging framework, I hypothesized external influences on the 

superintendentôs identity to include training given the graduate school degrees are 

typically earned by superintendents.  However, only two superintendents that participated 

in my dissertation research specifically pointed to training as an external influence.  In 

one instance, Superintendent Edwards responded to my question ñWhat do you perceive 

as an influence on who you are as a superintendent?ò  

The education I personally have had the opportunity to have.  And I would 

say Iôve been fortunate to have really good opportunities in that area.  So. . .all the 

reading that Iôve done over the years will  all become part of the collage of 

influence. 

 

Additionally, Superintendent Brennan identified professional development as a major 

external influence.  Al though my research did not reveal any key findings specifically 

related to study participantsô training, this does not negate superintendent preparation as 

an external influence.  Interestingly, all the participants in my study earned masterôs 

degrees in education and their responses to my interview questions included popular 
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education leadership jargon. While the majority of participants in my study didnôt 

explicitly describe or reference training as a factor influencing their identity as the district 

chief executive, it was evident from their responses that they had internalized some 

elements of their professional training.   

Admittedly I was surprised that training did not emerge as a significant finding 

related to superintendentsô external influences. This study analysis is even more 

interesting in light of Davis and Bowersô (2018) finding that the majority of 

superintendents assume the district chief executive position within a year of obtaining 

their professional certification.  However, my study analysis may be explained by the fact 

that all of the superintendents within my dissertation research had held positions of 

principal, vice principal or district administrator prior to assuming the district chief 

executive position.  In other words, the intervening time as well as experience that 

elapsed after my study participantsô school principal or district administration training 

and before their certification may explain this analysis. This explanation seems plausible 

given the finding of Davis, Gooden, and Bowers (2017) that approximately 6 years elapse 

between when an individual earns their principal certification and assumes a 

superintendent position.  In the next chapter I wil l return to discuss training and 

implications for this potential external influence. 

Now I turn to my findings and analysis related to the external factors of the state, 

district and community.  Presently, I will  present my findings and emerging themes 

concerning external superintendent influences in three areas connected to the literature 

reviewed for this study: (1) state, district, and community contexts, (2) education reform, 

and (3) politi cs.  From my study I confirmed that these superintendents contended with 
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external influences on superintendent identity and leadership practices from the district 

and community; meanwhile as district chief executives they are also influenced by 

external factors, often controlled beyond their local communities, including education 

reform.   

As I summarized with the profiles provided in the Participant and District 

Information section, the external or contextual influences these school district 

superintendents identified included factors within the state of Massachusetts, district, and 

individual community contexts.  These issues are encapsulated within my finding 

regarding superintendent influences, specifically related to external influences: these 

superintendents described their role within a state, district, and the local community 

context.  Although this finding is what one might expect, superintendentsô perspectives 

regarding their external influences has been mostly ignored in the literature despite its 

importance. Moreover, understanding external influences on superintendent identity may 

help explain leadership practices (Leithwood, 1995). Further, this theme corroborates 

Johnsonôs (1996) assertion that ñall leadership is shaped by the overlapping contexts -

historical, community, and organizational in which it occursò (p. xii).  Additionally, this 

emerging theme supports the inclusion of external influences within my framework for 

understanding the superintendent (Figure 4).  

Within my literature review, I highlighted Johnsonôs (1996) research specifically 

related to superintendentsô external influences of the historical, community, and 

organizational contexts.  Similar to Johnsonôs (1996) research, superintendents in my 

study described their experiences in relationship to the external influences, specifically 

from the state of Massachusetts, their local community, and district.  For example, in an 
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interview response I highlighted earlier, Superintendent Fox highlighted external 

influences within a local context by describing evolving demographics in the district 

community.  Also, Superintendent Anderson noted the role of the superintendent while 

underscoring the importance of the local community context, specifically community 

values:  

I think leadership is around mobilizing people toégrapple with the most 

challenging and difficult problems that a community facesémy major role is not 

about getting test scores higher or the drop-out rate down.  Those are alléby-

product and intended outcomes that come from marrying these to the 

[communityôs] core values [of academic excellence and social justice]. 

 

Similarly, Superintendent Dougherty pointed to advocating for issues surrounding the 

local context in describing the superintendentôs role in state-initiated standards-based 

reform or change initiatives: 

To be on the advisory committee to the individuals at the state level who 

are responsible for that and tell them when things donôt workéand help them 

figure out ways to make them workéI would say thatôs sort of the framework is 

pretty much the way I viewémy role in any of the lovely initiatives that the 

DESE rolls out. 

 

This underscored the influence of the local context on these district leaders.  Meanwhile, 

Superintendent Brennan described the role of the superintendent not only in terms of the 

school district and community, but also within a federal and state context: 

éI am in the middle of pressure from the top to get things done.  By ñthe 

topò I mean federal and state initiatives, mandates.  Iôm sitting dead center with 

them pushing down and due to budgets and the complexity of the classroom, the 

kids in them, numbers increasing, with pressure from the people on the ground 

doing the workðmy teachers and my administrators. 

 

In addition to spotlighting the pressure from state and federal mandates, Superintendent 

Brennan cited involvement in a state project. Later I will discuss the reciprocal nature of 

superintendent influences.  Further, the responses of these superintendents resonated with 
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Murphyôs (2002) metaphors for school district leaders, including moral steward and 

community builder.   

Through my analysis of study participant responses, I determined their statements 

related to context or external influences were organized around three issues: (a) what was 

happening within the district at the time of the interview, (b) community-wide 

discussions, and (c) issues surrounding education or the superintendency at the state or 

federal level. From my dissertation research, it appears that whatever occupied 

superintendentsô attention, in the district context, at different times of the year influenced 

their identity or how they described and perceived themselves as well as their external 

influences.  Interestingly, my study participants described their identity relative to student 

achievement at the beginning of the academic year; however, during the budget 

timeframe, these district leadersô descriptions of their identities included more references 

to management roles. While my study participantsô statements related to the academic or 

budget context does not necessarily communicate the significance of these external 

influences, this analysis was noteworthy.  The initial rounds of my initial research 

interviews were during the annual budget cycle for school districts.  Superintendentsô 

interview responses highlighted the district context involving in the budget development 

or approval process.  During my first round of interviews, Superintendent Carter provided 

a position description with respect to student achievement: ñYouôre catching us in the 

middle of an override study committee and [Iôm] just coming off of presenting a budget, 

so I feel like thatôs my position...ò  Superintendent Carter continued: 

Iôm the educational leader of the school district.  I monitor and provide 

resources to the program and school leaders who are elementarily responsible for 

the success in their buildings and the same for teachers who are primarily 

responsible for the success of theirðthe students in their classrooms.  And I 
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would add, teachers and paraprofessionals and other support personneléI 

actually view the non-school-based administrators more as resources 

thanédirectors.   

 

However, during my second round of interviews conducted at the beginning of the school 

year, superintendentsô responses were more focused on academic issues, including the 

recent release of student achievement data.  Superintendent Carterôs position description 

with respect to student achievement during my second-round interview seemed to 

confirm my speculation: 

é[I] j ust got 2014 resultsé  As [a] result of [these] results, itôs critical [to 

provide] overall focus on student learning and to provide leadership regarding 

convincing all members of [the]community [that] student learning is important. 

 

In contrast to my first-round interview, Superintendent Carter seemed to provide a 

different response during the budget process versus the beginning of the academic year, 

corresponding to the time frames of my first- and second-round interviews, respectively.  

This study participant conveys the external influence of the district. 

Earlier, I presented additional analysis regarding external superintendent 

influences from the district within my depiction of Superintendent role expectations 

(Table 9).  The external influence of the district on the superintendent identity was 

evidenced by references my study participants made to the district in describing their 

positions. This, in part, corroborates my finding regarding external inf luences: these 

superintendents described their role in terms of the district context. 

With respect to the external influence of the state, Table 10 exhibits the number of 

references my study participants made specifically to the state of Massachusetts in their 

interview responses.  Of note in Table 10 is that five of my six study participants 

referenced the state of Massachusetts specifically in my interviews. In my second-round 
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interviews, I modified the interview question to read: óIn the past 6 months, are there 

experiences that have shaped who you are as a school district superintendent?ô While 

Superintendent Anderson did not specifically reference Massachusetts, and therefore does 

not appear in Table 10, this superintendent responded by giving an account regarding a 

recent district review conducted by the state. 

Table 10  

Superintendent References to the State of Massachusetts 

Participant Interview no. No. of references 

Superintendent Brennan 1 3 

Superintendent Carter 1 2 

Superintendent Dougherty 1 5 

Superintendent Edwards 1 1 

Superintendent Fox 1 1 

Superintendent Brennan 2 2 

Superintendent Edwards 2 1 

 

 

 Now I will turn to my investigation into the external influence of education 

reform in relation to their district chief executive role.  From my review of literature, 

education reform is depicted as encompassing school districts within a narrow context.  

However, as I demonstrated in my literature review, school district offices and the nature 

of school district superintendentsô work have changed due to education reform (Cuban, 

1984; Curtis & City, 2009; Daly & Finnigan, 2011, 2012; Dailey et al., 2005; Glass, 

1993; Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Further, Hannaway and Kimball (2001) 
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investigated the school districtôs role in education reform.  These authors suggested a 

potential role for school districts in standards-based reform.  For these reasons I 

investigated superintendentsô conceptualizations of education reform.  Also, I inquired 

into how my study participants described and perceived their role in education reform. 

Key authors I reviewed for this study outline processes related to education 

reform at the district level (Cuban, 1984; Elmore & Burney, 1997; Fullan, 2005; Smith & 

OôDay, 1991).  However, in the literature I reviewed for this study, most researchers did 

not give much attention specifically to the role of the school district superintendent in 

education reform.  Additionally, prior research does not consider superintendentsô 

perceptions regarding the influence of education reform on the development of their self -

perceptions or role expectations as school district chief executives; or in other words, 

how they perceive themselves in a reform context.  Although Johnsonôs (1996) study of 

12 superintendents highlighted the context of education reform, she did not investigate 

superintendentsô conceptualizations or perceptions of education reform.  This line of 

inquiry focused on external influences within my dissertation research seeks to address 

this gap in the literature regarding what is known about the superintendent role in 

education reform, specifically district chief executivesô self-perceptions and role 

expectations. 

Because contemporary superintendents operate within an education reform 

context (Kowalski et al., 2011), first, I thought it was important to understand how my 

study participants conceptualized education reform and its influence.  Second, I 

investigated these superintendentsô perceptions regarding the alignment between 

superintendent identity and the requirements of the superintendency related to education 
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reform.  And third, I sought to understand what, if  any, role superintendents conceived in 

relation to education reform policy and implementation.  Through my research 

interviews, not only did I confirm that my study participants perceive education reform as 

a significant contextual factor or external influence on superintendent identity, but also, I 

uncovered how these superintendents conceptualized education reform.   

Through my research interviews, these superintendents provided a window into 

their perceptions of education reform.  Superintendent Anderson defined education 

reform: 

What I understand reform to be now is some set of laws, regulations, 

policies, tests, standardized curriculum that descend upon school districts from on 

highéoften propagated by noneducators. 

 

Meanwhile, Superintendent Edwards summed up education reform as revolving around 

ñthe issue of teaching all childrenò and Common Core state curriculum as ñthe means to 

how we get there.ò  Similarly, Superintendent Carter referenced the superintendentôs role 

in education reform.  However, Superintendent Dougherty went beyond describing 

education reform to highlight perceptions regarding their role:  

é a voice for my district and for what I believe and what Iôm willin g to do and 

what Iôm wil ling to recommend to my school committee weôre not going to do.   

 

Taken together, the interview responses of my study participants suggest the role of the 

superintendent in relationship to education reform is more nuanced than the views 

expressed by some key education reform thinkers of the superintendent as merely a 

conduit that can promote education reform policies (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Leithwood,  

2013; Leithwood et al., 2004).  
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Superintendents in my study seemed to have strong opinions related to education 

reform.  For Superintendent Anderson, the term seemed to be taboo, and this 

superintendent offered alternate terminology: 

As I understand itéthe term implies thereôs something wrong.  

Someoneôs done something wrong that needs to be fixed or correctedéI donôt 

think thatôs really what schools are about.  I do think that itôs a popular term 

which politicians and state officials and folks like thatéuse.  Theyôre in the 

business of trying to fix things from the outside without really understanding what 

goes ...So I find reforms, itôs like reform school is where they send bad kids, 

right? So, I fi nd the term a little objectionable.  Iôm much more interested in 

education improvement. 

 

Also, Superintendent Fox described the lack of alignment between superintendent 

identity and the requirements of the superintendency related to education reform: 

Whatôs happening out of Washington, in particularly in 

Massachusettsécurriculum or teacher evaluationéa whole host of areas, weôre 

getting to be much, much more data driven, compliance driven, school driven, 

regulation driven, law driven, and thatôs not a good fi t for my personality.  Iôm not 

opposed to standardization.  If you just go from 0 to 100, 0 is no goodé our 

countryôs going way too far towards the 100 side of standardization.  And thatôs 

just nuts. 

 

On the other hand, Superintendent Carter described alignment between superintendent 

identity and the requirements of the superintendency as ñclosely alignedò and explained, 

ñI would say that who I am is a strong factor in how I respond to the pressures or the 

requirements and responsibiliti es placed upon me by ed[ucation] reform.ò  Meanwhile, 

Superintendent Brennan offered this perspective regarding education reform in 

relationship to superintendent identity: 

éI think I will be successful in this new wave of ed[ucation] reform with 

all those requirements because of who I am, which is somebody whoénever 

walked away from a task that was too overwhelming.  I work for it.  I work hard.  

And for me to quit would mean defeat and so who I am is I donôt quit. 
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This superintendent also seemed to connect superintendent identity to the implementation 

of education reform policies. 

 An emerging theme that became apparent from my dissertation research regarding 

this external influence or contextual factor is these superintendents described their role in 

education reform in relationship to multiple constituents, primarily within the school 

district, including students and staff.  In describing the requirements of the 

superintendency associated with education reform in relation to staff, Superintendent 

Edwards stated: 

é There are a lot of things that are thrown at us all the time, and Iôm 

pretty good at being able to separate the wheat from the chaff, andé do the spirit 

of itðdo the compliance at the level you need to do the compliance 

withoutégoing overboard.  And trying to protect people in the district from 

getting overly worried, crazed.   

 

In the same way, Superintendent Brennan described the superintendentôs role in the 

context of reform in relationship to district staff:  

é If itôs a mandated initiative, then the role of the superintendent is a 

buffer, the negotiator, because I have to speak up with my superiors and make the 

appropriate amount of noise, saying óthis is a lot youôre asking us all to do.ô  But 

on the other hand, I have to come back to a district and look at a district and say 

óitôs a lot to get done but we definitely can get this done if we take our time and 

do it right.ô 

 

Meanwhile, Superintendent Dougherty referred to the superintendentôs role relative to 

education reform and specific actions at the local community, district, and state level:  

So, my role is to figure out what of this works in my community.  To 

balance it against our local initiativesðwhat we believe is importantð. . . to 

figure out ways to best implement that.  To work with people to best implement 

that . . . to communicate itéto the community in terms of what weôre trying to 

achieveéto make sure we can provide ways to measureéwhatôs measurableéin 

that and report on how weôre doingéto our community and toétake an active 

role in my state association to say noéwhere I believe itôs necessary; to just say 

óweôre not going to do thatôéðthatôs not [in] the best interest of my district; I 

donôt think itôs in the best interest of public educationé then éóweôre willing to 



164 

 

work with you to figure out another way, but weôre not doing that in that way.ô  

So far, I havenôt lost my license...   

 

Superintendent Brennan, Dougherty, and Edwardôs responses described their role 

expectations as superintendents in relation to education reform policy and 

implementation in relationship to multiple constituents, primarily within the school 

district. 

As I highli ghted earlier, several superintendents used metaphors to describe the 

superintendency.  Earlier I presented in my findings how my study participants offered 

the imagery of the superintendent as a ñbuffer,ò ñnegotiator,ò ñfilt er,ò or ñsynthesizerò 

(Superintendents Brennan, Carter, and Dougherty).  Additionally, the imagery of ñfilterò 

or ñbufferò that my study participants provided to describe themselves demonstrates the 

external influence of education reform on superintendentsô identities.  In other words, my 

study participants seemed to perceive themselves as district chief executives, or 

superintendent identity, in terms of education reform as a buffer or filter for their staff , 

including principals, teachers, as well as other administrators, preventing them from 

being overwhelmed by the demands of education reform policies.  Finally, this emerging 

theme regarding education reform contributes to the development of a more nuanced 

understanding of these superintendents beyond that of implementing policy. These 

descriptions underscore the context of education reform in terms of the superintendent 

and the local community, state, and federal contexts as being in relationship to multiple 

constituents, primarily within the school district, and including students as well as staff .  

Further, this imagery describing the superintendentôs role in education reform, bears 

witness to the work of Daly and Finnigan (2011, 2012) that portrays education reform as 

flowing through relational linkages. The significance of this emerging theme, of 



165 

 

superintendents describing their role in education reform in relationship to multiple 

constituents, lies in its confirmation of the external influence of education reform from 

the superintendentôs perspective.   

Now I will  present a second emerging theme related to education reform: 

superintendents described being pulled between implementing legislation or policies 

aimed at benefiting students and shielding staff from what they deemed unnecessary or 

unreasonable. The tension evident in my research interviews related to how 

superintendents described their role expectations with respect to education reform was 

not apparent in the literature I reviewed for this dissertation. This tension was evident in 

Superintendent Brennanôs description of self-perceptions as a district chief executive 

related to education reform: 

é I see myself in my current role as a negotiator between state and federal 

mandates and initiatives and a district comprised of human beings whose ultimate 

goal is to teachéI donôt believe in roll -outs, I believe in learning.  So, I have to 

take all these roll-outs and do what Iôm supposed to do.  Teach people how to get 

these things done.  So, I see myself  as a giant teacher but also as the negotiator 

between what state and fed regs [federal regulators] are saying and the district on 

the ground comprised of human beings that still canôt feel overwhelmed and need 

to get that job done. 

 

Further, Superintendent Brennan described self-perceptions as district chief executive of 

ñpressure cooker,ò explaining,  

If [I ] increase the pressure one way or the other I could blow the lid off 

and I ruin it; if I donôt put enough pressure on it, itôs [going to] go cold and Iôm 

not [going to] get it cooked.  

 

Superintendent Edwards also described the challenge in balancing this tension: 

And itôs really a challenge in how you provide sort of some common sense 

into all of thiséthe teachers can be effective and not feel actually overwhelmed.  

It involves setting priorities in terms of é money for your budget, priorities in 

professional development, and just priorities in terms of focus.  You canôt do 

everything. 
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Additionally, Superintendent Anderson and Dougherty highlighted another aspect of this 

tension related to education reform centered on its locus of control.  Both referred to the 

influence or control of education reform by those outside of the school district.  For 

example, Superintendent Dougherty defined education reform as follows: 

My definition of education reform starts with something thatôs been co-

opted by people that donôt know much about what we do. . . and unfortunately in 

this country I think itôs far too based on things that havenôt been proven or 

researched anywhere. 

 

In essence, my study participants identified a tension between supporting teachers and 

administrators while implementing education reform policies aimed at improving student 

outcomes.  In the Discussion chapter, I outline policy implications for this tension 

surrounding education reform.   

In my analysis, education reform had an average coverage in my interview 

transcripts of ten percent with an average of five references by each of my study 

participants during an hour-long interview.  Table 11 displays the prevalence of 

discussion related to education reform within my research interviews. While the influence 

of education reform cannot be directly correlated with the percentage of coverage within 

my interviews, I interpreted the prevalence of discussion regarding education reform as 

an indicator of the significance of this external influence from my study participantsô 

perspective.  Although most of my study participants referred to education reform only 

during the initial interview, their discussion of education reform was not limited to my 

question prompts.  This was important for me in distinguishing whether my biases were 

swaying my analysis. 
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Table 11  

Coding Frequency and Coverage of Education Reform in Participant Transcripts 

Transcript Interview no. No. of references % coverage 

Superintendent Anderson 1 4 14.13 

Superintendent B 1 5 10.12 

Superintendent Carter 1 6 6.51 

Superintendent D 1 8 7.12 

Superintendent E 1 3   16.62 

Superintendent F 1 4   10.46 

Superintendent A 2 1 22.51 

 

 

Education reform is related to, but not fully encapsulated by, another emerging 

theme related to contextual factors or external influences: the political aspects of the 

superintendency.  As, I highlighted earlier, the facet of politics was assumed within the 

external influences component of my framework (Figure 4).  The preliminary framework 

I presented in my literature review (Figure 4) presumed politics were one of many 

environmental influences.  Also, the influence of politics on the superintendent was 

supported by literature reviewed for this study (Brunner et al., 2002; Daly et al., 2014; 

Johnson, 1996; Kowalski & Björk, 2005; Leithwood, 1995; Lofton, 2010; Sharp & 

Walter, 2004).  Additionally, in my review of the literature, I presented 

conceptualizations of the superintendent, including that of politician (Brunner et al., 

2002; Kowalski & Björk, 2005).  Further, Hannaway and Kimballôs (2001) analysis of 

education reform in the school district context point to a relationship with the political 



168 

 

environment.  In addition, Sharp and Walter (2004) underscored the political nature of 

the superintendency, and Daly et al. (2014) highlighted the political context 

superintendents work within.  Moreover, Johnsonôs (1996) study of superintendents 

included three types of superintendents deemed effective: (a) educational, (b) political, 

and (c) managerial. Further, Leithwood (1995) stated, ñBy all accounts, this work is 

overwhelmingly ópoliticalôò (pp. 1-2) and considered this aspect of the superintendency 

from an effective district leadership perspective in his framework for understanding 

school district leadership. 

The participants in my dissertation study validated the inclusion of politics within 

the external influence component in my framework for understanding the superintendent 

(Figure 4). For example, Superintendent Fox highlighted the political aspect of the 

superintendency: ñéthereôs a political element to the position as well as much as 

educational.ò Additionally, Superintendent Carter validated conceptualizations in the 

literature by providing the description of the superintendent as a ñpolitical scientist.ò  It 

was not surprising that superintendents in my study described and perceived political 

aspects of the superintendency as significant external influences.  While, assumedly, most 

superintendents would acknowledge the political aspect of the superintendency and the 

importance of political shrewdness, it is important that the literature represent district 

chief executivesô perspectives regarding the influence of politics on superintendent 

identity and work.  My preliminary framework for understanding the superintendent 

(Figure 4) presupposes that the context superintendents operate within is important to 

understanding these district leaders.  However, despite the fact that the literature has 

addressed the political aspect of the superintendency, prior research does not provide the 
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superintendentôs perspective regarding the influence of politics on their self -perceptions 

or role expectations as district chief executives. Therefore, my dissertation research set 

out to investigate this potential external influence on superintendent identity. 

Understanding these superintendentsô self-perceptions perceptions regarding the external 

influence of politics as district chief executives is also valuable for extending the 

effective district leadership literature.  

While the school district chief executives in my study described and perceived 

themselves as educational leaders, they also recognized the political aspect of the 

superintendency.  Johnson (1996), in describing how superintendents exercise leadership 

through their actions, provided a principalôs perspective regarding a district chief 

executive who failed to operate effectively within the context of the political 

environment: ñHe was not a shrewd politician.  He was not a politician. . . . He was an 

educatorò (p. 157).  This conceptualization is not consistent with the perspectives offered 

by my study participants. Unlike the principal in Johnsonôs (1996) study, none of the 

participants in my dissertation research seemed to view superintendent identity as a 

dichotomy between educator and politici an.  This discrepancy in conceptualizations of 

role expectations and perceptions of the superintendency highlights the importance of 

investigating district administratorsô self-perceptions.  Moreover, providing these district 

chief executives óexplanations of their superintendent practices may prove helpful in the 

development of a more robust education leadership literature base.   

 As I detailed earlier, I utilized the components of my preliminary framework for 

understanding the superintendent (Figure 4) to organize the key themes, findings and 

analysis from my dissertation study.  In the preceding paragraphs, I focused on 
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superintendent influences, a component of my emerging framework for understanding the 

superintendent.  Also, in this section, I discussed the importance of the reference group to 

superintendent identity.  Now I will turn from the component of superintendent 

influences to my findings and analysis related to superintendent leadership practices   

 

Superi ntendent Leadership Practices 

The stated purpose of this dissertation is to develop an understanding of how 

school district superintendents describe and perceive themselves.  Moreover, I have 

articulated how the lens of superintendent identity adds value to prior research focused on 

district chief executivesô leadership practices. Furthermore, I have highlighted practical 

benefits of this study, especially for aspiring superintendents. Additionally, my 

dissertation research focused on how study participants described superintendent identity 

and leadership practices, given identity theorists depiction of identity as guiding or 

influencing behavior or practice (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Cast, 2003).  Therefore, in my 

review of lit erature I depicted Superintendent Identity beneath the surface of a 

superintendentôs leadership practices (Figure 1).  In other words, I conceptualized 

leadership practices as a manifestation of superintendent identity.  Further, I speculated 

that school district chief executives make sense of the superintendency through their self-

perceptions and role expectations.  For these reasons, in my preliminary framework for 

understanding the superintendent (Figure 4), the component of leadership practices was 

depicted as an outgrowth of superintendent identity.   

Within the literature I reviewed earlier related to identity, Cast (2003) stated ñBy 

incorporating the possibili ty or the idea that identities and behavior are reciprocally 

linked to each other, a picture of the self as a complex and truly dynamic process is 
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clearerò (p. 51).  This notion of reciprocity between identity and behavior informed my 

investigation into superintendent leadership practices.  Recognizing the reciprocal link 

between superintendent identity and leadership practices may have helped to produce 

more complex explanations within earlier studies.  For this reason, a corresponding aim 

of my dissertation research is to present potential explanations for superintendentsô 

behaviors or leadership practices from district leadersô descriptions and perceptions. 

While my research investigation did not yield substantive evidence to support 

causal conclusions regarding the reciprocity between superintendent identity and 

practices, it was useful for developing insight into these school district chief executivesô 

leadership practices. Moreover, this study was not intended to provide causal findings 

related to superintendentsô leadership practices.  Rather, the goal of this study is to 

augment the existing literature using my conceptualization of superintendent identity to 

develop qualitative explanations for the leadership practices of district chief executives.  

Further, my investigation of leadership practices contributed to identifying shared 

descriptions and perceptions of superintendent identity as well as potential explanations 

for my study participantsô behaviors as district chief executives.  To this end, through 

research analysis, I wil l present how school district administrators in my dissertation 

study described and perceived their leadership practices in relationship to superintendent 

identity. 

 As I highlighted within my literature review, the association between 

superintendent identity and behaviors or leadership practices has largely been ignored in 

the education leadership literature.  Musella and Leithwood, (1990) and later Leithwood 

(1995), pointed to the importance of internal processes, or what I consider superintendent 
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identity, with respect to district chief executivesô practices.  Moreover, Musella and 

Leithwood (1990) explained internal processes should not be ignored by those seeking to 

understand the superintendent because they ñserve as screens or sense-making 

mechanisms giving rise to CEOsô actions; knowledge about such processes provides 

explanations for why CEOs act as they doò (p. 23).  In other words, understanding 

superintendent identity, or superintendentsô internal processes, may help explain school 

district chief executivesô practices.  Currently this recognition is absent from theories of 

effective district leadership.  Within this dissertation I have argued that, given this gap in 

the literature, studies focused solely on superintendentsô leadership practices are 

incomplete. Now, I will offer the results of my investigation regarding how study 

participants described and perceived their leadership practices as a contribution to the 

development of theories representing the complex interplay between superintendent 

identity and leadership practices.  

As I pointed out in the review of literature, I found no available studies focused 

on leadership practices relevant to understanding superintendent identity.  Nevertheless, 

the results of my investigation appear to corroborate the findings of earlier studies 

regarding the superintendent (Karbula, 2009 and Fairbanks-Schutz, 2010).  In a published 

dissertation investigating the role of superintendents, Karbula (2009) found that 

superintendentsô core beliefs were connected to behaviors and decision making regarding 

instructional leadership. This seems to demonstrate a connection between superintendent 

identity and practice. Furthermore, Fairbanks-Schutz (2010) points to a connection 

between superintendent beliefs and practices to increase student achievement, specifically 

for marginalized students.  Therefore, it was no surprise to me that my dissertation study 
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participants associated superintendent identity with promoting student achievement.  

Earlier I presented Superintendent Andersonôs statements regarding practices intended to 

foster student achievement.  This superintendent provided motivations for these 

leadership practices: ñmy work is around trying to create the conditions in which teachers 

can do their best teaching and kids can do their best learning.ò  The results of my 

investigation of superintendent identity and leadership practices resonate with the 

literature of Musella and Leithwood (1990), Leithwood (1995), Johnson (1996), Brunner 

et al. (2002), Kowalski and Björk (2005), Sharp and Walter (2004), and Daly et al. 

(2014).  Moreover, Broderick (2011), in a dissertation study, considered not only 

superintendent leadership practices, but also the environment surrounding these district 

administrators.  Broderick suggested that superintendent practices may be affected by the 

context or environment.   

An emerging theme from my dissertation research was that these superintendents 

perceived their leadership practices and influences as reciprocal.  In other words, 

superintendents in my study seemed to convey that both their leadership practices were 

influenced by the external environment, and their leadership practices influenced the 

external environment.  Moreover, within my dissertation study, superintendents described 

their self-perceived influence through leadership practices.  That is, from my study, it 

seems that superintendents perceived their influence as derived from leadership practices. 

Superintendent Carter illustrates this theme while describing the role of the district chief 

executive: ñ...A decision-maker regarding resources and programs.  A decision-maker 

who gets a lot of input from the stakeholder constituents.ò  In other words, this 

superintendent is not only influenced by stakeholder constituents, but also has influence 
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through leadership practices related to resources and programs. On the other hand, 

Superintendent Brennan described this reciprocal influence particularly in the state, 

federal, and district, context:  

I am a regulator right now for these two confl icting parties being State and 

Federal mandates and a teaching force that has been incredibly pushed upon over 

the last 5 or 6 years to keep upping their gameé 

  

The responses of my study participants, taken together with the literature, supports the 

notion of a feedback mechanism between the superintendentôs leadership practices and 

environment.  However, it was not clear from my interviews with study participants how 

they regulated external influences or feedback relative to the internal superintendent 

influences of self-perceptions or role expectations on their leadership practices. 

As I detailed earlier, I utilized the components of my preliminary framework for 

understanding the superintendent to organize the key themes, findings and analysis from 

my dissertation study.  Additionally, within my framework for understanding the 

superintendent (Figure 4), the leadership practices represented were conceptualized as 

those identified by Posner and Kouzes (1988).  These authorsô Leadership Practices 

Inventory (LPI) encapsulates five leadership practices identified from studies of 

successful leaders: (1) Challenging the Process, (2) Inspiring A Shared Vision, (3) 

Enabling Others to Act, (4) Modeling the Way, and (5) Encouraging the Heart.  Next, I 

will outl ine my qualitative investigation and analysis regarding how superintendents 

described and perceived each of these.  

At the time of my literature review, I identifi ed only three studies using the LPI 

instrument to analyze superintendents: Clisbee (2004), Golden (1999), and Redish 

(2010).  However, these studies focused on the superintendentôs practices or behavior 
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without regard to identity.  Therefore, as part of my interview protocol (Appendix D), 

along with reading descriptions for each of Kouzes and Posnerôs (2007) leadership 

practices as necessary, I asked my participants to respond to the following question: 

On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being low, 5 being high, and 3 being neutral, how would you 

rate the influence of your identity as a superintendent on the following Leadership 

Practices as defined by Kouzes, J., &  Posner, B. (2007) (please explain your ratings): 

a) Challenging the Process? 

b) Inspiring a Shared Vision? 

c) Enabling Others to Act? 

d) Modeling the Way? 

e) Encouraging the Heart? 

Table 12 displays my participantsô verbal ratings of their leadership practices during our 

interviews.  Overall, in my analysis I found the superintendents in my study rated 

themselves above average to high across the five leadership practices.  While I did not 

administer the LPI survey, the responses of my study participants in interviews were 

consistent with what Morris (1998) reported in findings from a study using the LPI: the 

eight principals who participated rated themselves as moderate and high on the five 

leadership behaviors. 
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Table 12  

Superintendent Leadership Practices 

 Superintendent 

Leadership practice A B C D E F 

Challenging the process 5 5 4 5 5 5 

Inspiring a shared vision 5 5 5 3 4 5 

Enabling others to act 4 5 5 4 5 5 

Modeling the way 4 5 5 5 5 4 

Encouraging the heart 4 3 4 5 5 3 

 

 

In general, superintendents within my study spoke to the influence of 

superintendent identity on leadership practices as defined by Posner and Kouzes (1988). 

However, in some instances superintendents spoke of leadership behaviors or practices 

distinct from those identified by Posner and Kouzes (1988): challenging the process, 

inspiring a shared vision, enabling others to act, modeling the way, and encouraging the 

heart.  For example, Superintendent Carter discussed a practice of ñbeing a resource to 

the community, the school system, the staff and the students.ò  Superintendent Carterôs 

response, while not explicitly referencing one of Posner and Kouzesô(1988) leadership 

practices, could be interpreted as speaking to several of them.  

As I explained earlier, during my dissertation research interviews I asked study 

participants to both verbally rate the influence of superintendent identity on the five 

leadership practices defined by Posner and Kouzes (1988) and provide explanations of 

their ratings.  My study participantsô explanations for their leadership practice ratings 
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presented in this study underscore the value of qualitative research in providing insight 

beyond numerical values.  What follows are my study participantsô ratings and 

explanations to provide additional insight into how superintendents describe and perceive 

their leadership practices. 

Superintendents within my study rated themselves most highly on the leadership 

practice challenging the process.  In support of a 5 rating, Superintendent Fox explained, 

Because thatôs what I doéchallenge the status quo to find better ways of 

doing things and I will go before the School Board to push those things even if 

Iôm going to get turned down or beaten up.   

 

Superintendent Dougherty, in explaining their rating for Challenging the Process, 

responded, in part, ñéI think thatôs my role.ò  This response seems to demonstrate a 

connection between the role expectation component of superintendent identity and the 

leadership practice of challenging the process. 

Al l the superintendents in my study also rated themselves moderate to high on the 

leadership practice modeling the way.  Along with the rating, Superintendent Brennan 

explained, 

é I think thatôs your most difficult role as a superintendent...  Becauseé 

to maintain a 5, to put that high on your priority list, that is a great amount of 

work é Iôm not always perfect iné days I struggle with that one, but itôsð

priority is what it takes.   

 

Additionally, Superintendent Dougherty offered a thoughtfully considered response: 

 . . . every principal except one in my system Iôve hiredéIôve hired two of the 

four senior staff memberséparticularly with those newer principals in a very 

complicated school systemé I think you just described what Iôd like to think is 

my role.   

 

Both study participants connected their role expectations associated with the 

superintendency with this leadership practice. 
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While the superintendents in my study all rated themselves above average to high 

on the leadership practice encouraging the heart, some reported that this was a challenge 

for them.  Superintendent Fox provided context for an average rating: ñBecause Iôm more 

likely to focus on the mind than on the heart.  Iôve got the heart, but Iôm not as good at it 

as I want to be saying thank you to people and celebrating success.ò  Superintendent 

Edwards explained a moderate to high rating: 

Well I try to do that . . .even our custodiansðIôm sending them thank you 

notes for shoveling the snow.  I mean, I try to make people feel theyôre important 

and that because they feel theyôre an important part of the wholeéthat is in and 

of itself inspiration of their job.  Theyôre not just a custodianðtheyôre not just a 

TA...  Theyôre very much a part of the whole.  Makes the whole feel goodé 

thatôs something I consciously work at.   

 

Beyond interpreting superintendentsô self-perceptions as above average relative to 

encouraging the heart, my qualitative findings foster an understanding of the challenges 

superintendents associate with this particular leadership practice.  Since the LPI defined 

leadership practices outside the context of education or the school district, these 

investigation results facilitate a more complex explanation of this leadership practice, 

specifically for superintendents. 

Similarly, on the leadership practice enabling others to act, all of my study 

participants rated themselves above average to high.  In an attempt to explain a moderate 

rating, Superintendent Anderson stated, ñeverybody goes right to the superintendent and 

Iôm not sure I challenge that enough.ò  Meanwhile, Superintendent Dougherty explained 

a moderate rating: ñébecause we struggled to find the balance between having some 

kind of consistency in our approach and autonomy that we would give to individuals.ò  

Superintendent Brennan provided a rationale for the highest rating that also spoke to the 

issue of autonomy: 
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é you have to let principals principal, and I tell my principals, ñLet teachers 

teach.ò If thereôs a problem, you see it, you deal with it in a manner that no one 

gets beat up in this districtðthatôs not what weôre all about.  I donôt want kids 

getting beat up by a teacher in a classroom, and I sure as hell  donôt want teachers 

feeling beat up by administrators, and Iôm not going to beat up my administrators.  

So you put the power sword away and you just deal with people as who and what 

they are, with respect, and youôre [going to] get a hell of a lot more. 

 

In essence, Superintendent Brennan also acknowledged the identities of staff members.  

Moreover, this superintendentôs response revealed how they view superintendent identity, 

not as one of leading with positional power, but rather as leading through relationship and 

the recognition of othersô identities.  This is a more nuanced view of leadership than what 

I reviewed earlier in the literature 

Interestingly, Superintendent Dougherty provided a self-rating of average on the 

leadership practice inspiring a shared vision. Meanwhile the other study participants 

rated themselves moderate to high on this leadership practice.  Earlier, in my findings 

related to superintendent identity, I presented the emerging theme of vision along with 

Superintendent Edwardsôs statement related to the leadership practice inspiring a shared 

vision: 

If I donôt keep that belief and vision presentéand keep people 

accountable to closing the achievement gap and making sure that we provide for 

the needs of the range of students, then who does that?   

 

From Superintendent Edwardôs comment, the leadership practice of inspiring a shared 

vision appears to be connected not only to superintendent identity, but also to contextual 

factors or external influences such as education reform.  Also, it is noteworthy that this 

superintendent referred to two tenets of education reform: raising academic achievement 

for all students and the notion that all students can learn.  In summary, the qualitative 
























































































































































































































