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Women continue to be underrepresented among American public school 

superintendents (Skrla, Reyes, & Scheurich, 2000), although they hold the majority of 

teaching positions and are the majority in administrative preparation courses. The 

situation is even worse for those who are female and African American. In contrast, 

White males represent 87% of superintendents (Bell & Chase, 1993). This qualitative 

study examined the effects of race and gender (the “double whammy”) on four 

African American female superintendents (two current and two former).  

This multiple case study presents the perceptions and stories of the 

intersectionality of race and gender within the superintendency for these four African 

American female superintendents. The study used critical race theory, Black feminist 
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thought, and constructivist epistemologies and data-gathering techniques of 

participant observation, interviewing, and document collection.  

This study reveals ways African American female superintendents, in their 

own narrative voice, juggle their personal and professional lives as they struggle to be 

accepted as equals in their profession. By gaining a greater understanding of the race 

and gender inequity within the superintendency, educational communities have the 

opportunity to eliminate such inequities in the United States public school 

superintendency. Ultimately, this study contributes to a richer understanding of the 

context within which African American female superintendents work, which may 

improve their access to and retention in the superintendency. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

 

Many have commented on the racialized nature of Western freedom and 
democracy. As Toni Morrison puts it, the black presence in the U.S. “is the 
vehicle by which the American self knows itself as not enslaved, but free; not 
repulsive, but desirable; not helpless, but licensed and powerful; not history-
less, but historical; not damned, but innocent; not a blind accident of 
evolution, but a progressive fulfillment of destiny.” (Sanders, 2001, p. 2) 
 
There is a noticeable gap between the number of female and male 

superintendents in this country, although the majority of public school teachers are 

female. Dorothy E. Smith wrote,  

Let us be clear that we are not talking about prejudice or sexism as a particular 
bias against women or as a negative stereotype of women. We are talking 
about the consequences of women’s exclusion from the full share in the 
making of what becomes treated as our culture. We are talking about the 
consequences of a silence, an absence, and a non-presence. What is there 
spoken, sung, written, made emblematic in art—and treated as general, 
universal, unrelated to a particular position or a particular sex as its source and 
standpoint, is in fact partial, limited, located in a particular position and 
permeated by special interest and concerns. (cited by Shakeshaft, 1987, p. 
151) 

 

Context of the Problem 

Studies have shown that although women overwhelmingly hold teaching 

positions in K–12 schools and are the majority in administrative preparation courses, 

White males continue to dominate the position of superintendent. Bell and Chase 

(1993) reported that women occupied the superintendency in only 5.6% of the 

nation’s K–12 school districts. Attention to women's retention in the superintendency 
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is as crucial as attention to their access to the position (Tallerico, Burstyn, & Poole, 

1993, 1994). Tallerico et al. also found a significant structural barrier: systemic 

gender stratification that relegates many women superintendents to extraordinarily 

challenging work contexts. 

Grogan (1996) noted the concerns of several scholars regarding the 

underrepresentation of women in the superintendency as she sought to investigate this 

anomaly. Grogan admitted that she wanted to know “what it takes to get powerful 

positions in education” (p. 1). She explained that the position of superintendent was 

the most powerful position in education, where policies emerged, the goals and 

mission of the district were developed and often implemented, and the type of 

educational experiences for students were determined. Grogan noted, “Securing of the 

most prestigious positions in schools had to do with whom you knew, where you 

went to school or university, whether or not you had the right accent, and how good 

you were at the job” (p. 1). She had not considered the importance of gender. 

Similarly, Bell and Chase (1993, cited by Grogan, 1996) wanted to find out “why 

women weren’t in the superintendency in the public schools” although they “knew 

that the majority of teachers were women” (p. 2). They reasoned that because most of 

the teachers were women, “why were women not also leading the school districts” (p. 

2) or at least equally as represented as men?  

Biklen and Shakeshaft (1985, cited in Grogan, 1996) called for a “new 

scholarship on women” to better understand the source of distortion and partiality of 

the educational system (p. 3). Grogan chose to use qualitative methods to examine the 
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underrepresentation of women in the superintendency perhaps because of the rich, 

descriptive language as participants narrate their lived experiences within the 

educational system. Likewise, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986, cited 

by Grogan, 1996) made powerful cases for research that allows the study participants 

to speak in their own voices. They posited, “By removing the research from a position 

of authority or expert, advocates of qualitative research concentrate on producing new 

accounts of individuals’ lives that contribute to a more complete view of social 

situations” (p. 3). Lather (1992 cited by Grogan, 1996) used an advocacy approach 

because her bias was toward “changing and/or enhancing research.” Consequently, 

Grogan affirmed her aim for a “more equitable distribution of well-qualified women 

in the superintendency” (p. 3). Grogan added, “Good leadership was not a gender 

specific attribute” (p. 4). However, she noted that female study participants reported 

that they were seen as women first and administrators second.  

Finally, Shakeshaft (1989b, cited by Grogan, 1996) wanted to understand why 

there still were so few female superintendents, because evidence had shown that more 

women were preparing themselves for administration and for the superintendency. 

She questioned, “To what extent have traditional views of leadership hampered 

women’s aspirations?” (p. 5). In other words, was this an indicator of the effects of 

the White, male-dominated system that served to maintain the status quo? 

These concerns set the stage for this discussion of the context of the problem, 

in other words, to explain why this study is important. Although this is a qualitative 

study, the number of female superintendents discussed in this review of literature 
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chapter shows a sobering reality. The rate of certification for women and members of 

minority groups as school administrators is not reflected in the number of 

administrative positions they actually hold. Shakeshaft (1989b) carefully examined 

this manifestation of disparity. She noted disproportionality between the number of 

certified women and minority candidates for administrative positions and the number 

of those who are actually chosen for those positions. Equity and equality both served 

as the core of her argument.  

Skrla et al. (2000) concurred that women continue to be underrepresented in 

the ranks of American public school superintendents. Barriers to gaining insight into 

female superintendents' experiences from their own viewpoints have persisted: 

sexism, silence, and the need to have study participants propose solutions for the 

problems of sexism and silence. Glass, Bjork, and Brunner (2000) in their study of 

The American Association of School Administrators Annual Report noted that results 

of 2,262 usable surveys highlighted the following breakdown for superintendents: 

1,938 male, 294 female, 114 minority (people of color and women), and 2,112 

nonminority (European American males). Other studies supporting this disparity are 

discussed in Chapter 2, Review of the Literature. 

Skrla (1998) mentioned in her dissertation researching European American 

female superintendents that further research was needed that focused on women of 

color and their access to the superintendency. Therefore, with a sense of urgency and 

logic, I decided that my study would focus on African American female 

superintendents. Although feminist theories hold that all women are oppressed, 
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African American women face a different oppression, as do women of other ethnic 

groups, because of the “double whammy” effect of race and gender. According to 

Lorde (1984),  

Institutionalized rejection of difference is an absolute necessity in a profit 
economy which needs outsiders as surplus people. As members of such an 
economy, we have all been programmed to respond to the human differences 
between us with fear and loathing and to handle that difference in one of three 
ways: ignore it, and if that is not possible, copy it if we think it is dominate, or 
destroy it if we think it is subordinate. But we have no patterns for relating 
across our human differences as equals. As a result, those differences have 
been misnamed and misused in the service of separation and confusion. (p. 
115)  

These are the same ways many African American women handle unequal treatment 

as they strive to access the superintendency. Women continue to be underrepresented 

in the superintendency and administration and overrepresented in the realm of 

teaching. Shakeshaft (1989b) referenced this as a demonstrated disparity or 

underrepresentation in her research. Lorde also maintained that action made verbal 

breaks the barrier of silence. Silence for whatever reason denotes agreement in the 

similar fashion that choosing not to vote, in essence, is a vote. Therefore, this study 

seeks to give voice to African American female superintendents. 

Although previous research has studied gender-related issues within the 

superintendency, this study examines how race and gender represent a double 

whammy for women of color, especially African American women. This study posits 

that women of color face additional barriers of acceptance and access to the 

superintendency than those faced by European American female superintendents. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine how the challenges and 

opportunities for African American women continue as they aspire to and become 

superintendents. Special attention was given to narrative themes and stories of these 

female superintendents as they discussed their perceived barriers or inequity, limited 

access, and retention in this prestigious position. Additional focus was on the effects 

of race and gender on their position as superintendents. Based on the perceptions of 

the participants, this study included an analysis of critical race theory and Black 

feminist thought as well as the constructivist paradigm that seeks to understand how 

policies, categories, or assumptions are socially constructed.  

The results of this study expand the understanding and knowledge base of 

educational leadership as this study may explain the possibilities of the 

intersectionality of race and gender on the superintendency for African American 

women. These findings may have implications in framing strategies for discourse and 

more equitable access to the superintendency for all ethnic and gender groups. It was 

my hope that the narrative data that resonate from the voices of these African 

American female superintendents would add to the scholarship of the importance of 

awareness of racial and sexist lenses.  

 

General Research Focus 

The purpose of this study was to determine perceptions of the effects of race 

and gender on the superintendency by focusing on the voices of the African American 
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female superintendents. Therefore, instead of research questions, this study utilized 

the following general research focus within the context guided by the work of Bell 

(1988, p. 35): In their own perceptions, how did race and gender affect these four 

African American female superintendents? 

 

Research Methodology 

This qualitative, multi-case research study followed the research methodology 

and designs of Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen 

(1993). The design consisted of naturalistic inquiry utilizing participant observational 

techniques and a constructivist paradigm that included critical race theory and Black 

feminist thought. This methodology was selected to provide an understanding of what 

it is like for the two current African American female superintendents in the U.S. 

public school systems. The focus for the two former African American female 

superintendents was strictly narrative discussions of their experiences during their 

superintendency and the rationale behind their decision to leave the superintendency. 

Although the two former superintendents are still deeply involved in public and 

private educational projects, their reflections of their experiences in the 

superintendency provide valuable strategies that could lead to a more equitable 

distribution of race and gender within the superintendency. This research provides a 

window of comprehending the phenomenon of the limited number of African 

American female superintendents in U.S. public school systems. Face-to-face 

interviews and naturalistic observational opportunities served as the primary modes of 
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data gathering. This ensured rich, thick description, which is the unique hallmark of 

qualitative research. The narratives told in the voices of the four participating 

superintendents bring to life vivid portrayals of their lived experiences so readers can 

experience the various emotional and professional realms of the superintendency 

experiences for these women. 

The combined components of qualitative design, critical race theory, Black 

feminist thought, and constructivist research offered a multitude of venues for this 

study. These research methods together were chosen to provide a framework for a 

comprehensive examination of the possibility of the effects of the combination of 

gender and race on the superintendency for this study. As mentioned previously, 

African American female superintendents face a double whammy; gender and race 

are fluid descriptors that cannot be dismissed or interchanged. African American 

females do not have the privilege of being African American or female based on the 

context of the situation. They are always both.  

Qualitative research methods have been briefly discussed and will be 

examined in more detail in the following two chapters, as will the other components. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued, “The qualitative researcher is responsible for 

clearly and comprehensively describing the contextual conditions of their studies” (as 

cited in Eisenhart & Howe, 1992, p. 650). Critical race theory is another vital part of 

the context of this study. Critical race theory begins with the acknowledgement that 

race is not a stationary term; it is unstable based on the complexity of “social 

meanings that are formed and transformed under the constant pressures of political 
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struggle” (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995, p. 318). The challenge for 

the researcher, then, is to examine how individual and group identifications and broad 

divergent situations, which includes racial institutions, social and cultural customs, 

and mores, are linked to those identities and are “formed and transformed historically 

by actors who politically contest the social meaning of race” (p. 318) and feminism. 

Baraka (1993, cited by Crenshaw et al., 1995) in an interview with Archie Shepp 

discussed the “fuel for social transformation”: 

Critical Race Theory, as I see it, finds its finest expression when it, too, serves 
as “fuel for social transformation.” In that sense, our efforts must, while 
directed by critical theory, extend beyond critique and theory to lend support 
to the struggle to relieve the extraordinary suffering and racist oppression that 
is commonplace in the life experiences of too many people of color. (p. 317) 

Consequently, Collins (2000) posited,  

Intersectionality refers to particular forms of intersecting oppressions, for 
example, intersections of race and gender, or of sexuality and nation. 
Intersectional paradigms remind us that oppression cannot be reduced to one 
fundamental type, and that oppressions work together in producing injustice. 
In contrast, the matrix of domination refers to how these intersecting 
oppressions are actually organized. (p. 18) 

This reinforces the position that race and gender for African American females are 

consistently linked and enable continued marginalization. With this recognition, 

Black feminist thought contributes to empowering African American women by 

specifying the “domains of power that constrain Black women, as well as how much 

domination can be resisted” (p. 19). 

 Finally, the element of constructivism provided the clasp to this study as it 

sought to determine how the superintendency, race, and gender are socially 
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constructed positions and identities. The onus is for a collective awareness of how 

this social construction serves to exclude people who are considered as outsider-

inside, “other,” oppressed, and marginalized. Therefore, this racialized and sexist 

construction must be deconstructed to create a more equitable access to and within 

the superintendency, by removing the institutional and personal silence. African 

American females need to “reclaim their voice,” share their stories, sit at the decision-

making table, define themselves, and share in full access to all scholarship discourses. 

As Baldwin (1993) wrote, “She had at last decided to come out of mourning. … She 

had come up from the valley” (p. 143). Thus, the words of Baldwin provide an 

appropriate closure for this section of this chapter by proclaiming, “What a great 

difference there is, between dreaming of something and dealing with it!” (p. 168) as 

we move to discuss the limitations of the study. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

 This study has several limitations, with the first being the size of the sample of 

the study participants. However, this study did not attempt to generalize that these 

African American female superintendent study participants represent or speak for 

their entire race or gender.  

As an African American female researcher, studying African American 

female superintendents, some may consider this a monocular view limitation. 

However, it could be noted that European Americans for years have researched their 

own ethnic group and affiliations and other ethnic groups as well and assigned 



11 
 

“worldview lenses” and generalizations to their findings, without being questioned or 

having to explain the rationale. Of course, my reason for choosing this study was both 

professional and personal. Further, the need for additional study of the 

intersectionality of race and gender on the superintendency provided the added 

motivation to examine this phenomenon.  

Feminist theory provides that researcher bias is ingrained in all forms of 

research and is therefore impossible to eliminate. Patton (1990) explained, “The 

ideals of absolute objectivity and value-free science are impossible to attain in 

practice and are of questionable desirability in the first place because they ignore the 

intrinsically social nature and human purpose of research” (p. 55). The commonality 

of gender and race between the researcher and participating superintendents served as 

a form of comfort and promoted understanding and perhaps in some cases, unspoken 

shared lived experiences, which helped to create a rapport that was supportive and 

respectful. This study focused on race and gender because to deem one more 

important than the other would limit the study (Banks, 1995). 

Finally, the time I was able to spend in the superintendent’s natural setting 

was a limitation and weakness of this study. Time and financial resources were 

limited on the part of the researcher. Of course, sampling participants from the same 

state or region perhaps would have enabled more commonalities. Likewise, a larger 

sample would have provided an opportunity to compare and contrast across regions, 

demographics, and other variables. Although these variables are listed in the 
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limitations section of this study, this researcher believes they are essential for 

recognizing the significance of this study.  

 

Significance of the Study 

The aim of this research was to contribute to a richer understanding of 

contexts within which African American women superintendents work. Practical and 

theoretical implications are discussed regarding studies of the superintendency that 

draw attention to structural and cultural factors that perpetuate gender and race 

stratification in this educational leadership role. These factors mitigate African 

American women's access to and retention in the superintendency. 

This study adds to the body of knowledge concerning African American 

women superintendents in a European American male-dominated educational 

administration role. It also contributes to theory by extending and developing 

knowledge of the significance of race and gender inequity within this area of 

educational leadership. This study revealed ways in which Black female 

superintendents juggle their personal and professional lives as they struggle to be 

accepted as equals in their profession. By gaining a greater understanding of the 

existence of race and gender inequity within the superintendency, educational 

communities have the opportunity to eliminate race and gender inequities in the U.S. 

public school superintendency.  
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Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1 contained a discussion of the purpose of the study and the context 

of the problem. An historical perspective served for the backdrop of this work. A 

general research focus was presented along with a discussion of the significance and 

limitations of the study.  

Chapter 2 contains a review of literature focusing on the voices of African 

American female superintendents and those who aspire to become superintendents. 

This chapter expands upon the constructivist paradigm of Black feminist thought and 

critical race theory, which served as the foundation for this study.  

Chapter 3 presents the research methodology and design used for the study. 

The qualitative research methodology was used because of the nature of the study. 

Sample selection, data gathering instruments, procedures for the collection and 

analysis of data, and a discussion of the actions taken to ensure trustworthiness of this 

research are included. 

Chapter 4 provides the results of the study: rich, thick descriptions of the 

experiences of each study participant, in her own voice. The stories of the women 

who participated, including a description of their background, career paths, and 

experiences in becoming a superintendent and thereafter, are discussed in this 

chapter. 

Chapter 5 reports the findings of the study. The perceived barriers and their 

meanings are discussed along with the lived experiences of these women. Shared 

perspectives and experiences are emphasized. Finally, recommendations, implications 
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for theory and practice, and what it means to be an African American female 

superintendent are described in this final chapter. 

 

Summary 

This chapter of this qualitative study introduced the context of the problem, 

purpose of the study, a general research focus, research methodology, limitations, 

significance of the study, and the organization of this dissertation regarding the 

effects of race and gender on the superintendency. The next chapter reviews selected 

literature relative to this area of study.  
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

 
The failure to integrate female experiences into the general curriculum drives 
home the message that women and their experiences are somehow “other.” 
(Shakeshaft, 1987, p. 152) 
This chapter contains a review of the literature that assessed the exploration of 

the conditions needed for a more equitable distribution of race and gender, especially 

for African American females within the superintendency. In other words, “Why are 

there so few women superintendents when so many are qualified?” (Grogan, 1996,  

p. 8). The complete review of this phenomenon was beyond the scope of this study; 

hence, the following selected research areas are included: (a) historical perspectives 

of race and gender in the superintendency, (b) societal and cultural influences on race 

and gender, (c) the interaction of race and gender on the superintendency, (d) 

organizational construction of the superintendency in terms of women, and (e) critical 

race theory and feminism in the superintendency. Moreover, this study was grounded 

in feminist advocacy for social change within the superintendency. Race and gender 

inequity served as the backdrop for this critical evaluation. 

 

Historical Perspectives of Race and Gender in the Superintendency 

The study of the history of race and gender in the superintendency is relevant 

to any discussion analyzing the racial and gender disparities in the superintendency. 

For instance, the history of public school superintendency reveals a culturally 
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established code that impedes the progress of women to access the superintendency. 

As stated by Belenky et al. (1986), “All women grow up having to deal with 

historically and culturally engrained definitions of femininity and womanhood—one 

common theme being that women, like children, should be seen and not heard” (p. 5). 

Thus, carefully considering the history of race and gender as related to the 

superintendency is pertinent to this discussion for two major reasons: (a) to show how 

European American women dominated superintendencies in the early years during 

the women’s suffrage period and (b) to explore how the onset of the superintendency 

appointment system reduced the number of female superintendents and enforced a 

system of male gatekeeping on this position. Both conflicting factors, the impact of 

the women’s suffrage system on female superintendencies and the appointment 

system, evolved early in the American education system. In fact, school 

superintendencies were among the first public positions for which women were 

eligible, because the strengthening of the suffrage movement effectively translated 

into votes for women superintendents. Thus, although the suffrage movement was 

originally concerned with women gaining the right to vote, it also resulted in a higher 

percentage of women holding county superintendencies. For example, by 1930, 

women accounted for “nearly 28 percent of county superintendents and 11 percent of 

all superintendents nationwide” (Blount, 1998, p. 9). 

Consequently, female superintendents, who were mainly European American, 

were not an anomaly; most people believed that women would be able to “purge 

corrupt administrative practices, bring an elevated moral purpose to schooling, and 
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improve public education much as they believed women already had improved 

teaching” (Brunner, 1999, p. 9). Starting in the late 1880s, women ascended to the 

superintendency in larger numbers than ever before. According to Brunner (1999), 

with the endorsement from the 1880 Commissioner of Education, “women made 

rapid gains in the superintendency in the late 1800s and early 1900s” (p. 16). For 

example, Bjrkman and Porritt (1917) noted that by 1917, “Women accounted for half 

of the county superintendents in the United States, and most of them serving in 

Western equal suffrage states. By that time, seventeen different women had served as 

state school superintendents as well” (p. 30). 

This increase in female superintendents during the suffrage period was 

significant; Woody (1929) stated that in 1896, “Women held 228 county 

superintendencies, two state superintendencies, and twelve city superintendencies”  

(p. 517). Accordingly, Brunner (1999) concurred that by 1901, the number of women 

holding county superintendencies had increased by 26% to 288. Consequently, by 

“1913, there were 495 women county superintendents—more than doubling the 1896 

figure in less than twenty years” (p. 15). Thus, during this era of suffrage, hundreds of 

women successfully campaigned for superintendencies. Nevertheless, resistance 

developed as women gained more power in school leadership.  

The increasing number of women winning superintendencies began to 

displace men who often had powerful organizational associations in the 

superintendency. However, the creation of the appointment system for selecting 

superintendents served as a strong tool to regain and maintain male dominance in the 
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superintendency. These male-dominated superintendency groups argued that schools 

needed “expert administrators,” whom the public was not capable of choosing. Thus, 

although it was never publicly stated, “the appointive system was less about expertise 

and more about limiting women’s growing power in school affairs” (Brunner, 1999, 

p. 25). Indeed, as a result of the appointment system, the number of female 

superintendents declined for at least 50 years. 

Subsequently, as Grogan (1996) concluded, “Few superintendents of K–12 

public school districts in the United States are women, although many women have 

leadership positions in schools” (p. 11). Likewise, Pavan (1985, cited by Grogan, 

1996) noted, “From 1970 through 1984, only 3.3 percent of the superintendents were 

women” (p. 11). This inequity was further highlighted by Shakeshaft (1989b, cited by 

Grogan, 1996), who reported that “1.6 percent of district superintendents were female 

in 1928 and 3.0 percent in 1985” (p. 11); over a 50-year period, few gains were made 

in female superintendent appointments. Accordingly, Grogan (1996) further noted 

that Feistritzer’s (1988) nationwide study revealed that 96% of public school 

superintendents were men; thus only 4% were women. Similarly, Blount (1993) 

found that 5.5% of the superintendents in 1990 were women, and Montenegro (1993) 

reported that 7.1% were women in 1993. In addition, Glass (1992) discovered that 

“fewer than 1,000 women led 15,000 school districts in executive leadership positions 

of the more than four million professional educators in the United States” (p. 9).  

Thus, men have traditionally dominated and continue to dominate the 

superintendency since the implementation of the appointed system.   For instance, 
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Peter and Barnett (2005) reflected on the findings of Kowalski (1999) along with 

Tyack and Hansot (1982) 

For the first 100 years of the superintendency, there was remarkable similarity 
in the personal characteristics of these school leaders.  The profession has 
been dominated by married, middle-aged, white males, who have a strong 
religious (usually Protestant) background. (p. 118) 

 
Additionally, overt and covert biases exist with headhunters and school board 

members as to what the superintendent should look like and which skills her/she must 

process, which are predominately White, male traits (Kowalski, 2006; Tallerico, 

2000b). 

Although an overwhelming majority of superintendents—87%—are male, the 

percentage of women superintendents increased to “6.6% in 1992 and doubled to 

13.2% in 1999, the highest level of achieved in the 20th century” (Glass et al., 2000, 

cited by Bjork, 2000, p. 8). Congruent with Glass’ study, Grogan (1996) concluded 

that the powerful and prestigious public school position of superintendent remains 

largely male dominated. Thus, in spite of the large number of women in public school 

leadership, few have been able to access the superintendency. Of the increasing 

number of women in administrative preparation programs in institutions of higher 

learning and obtaining certification in the superintendency, few have been able to 

become superintendents. Logan (1999), in her University Council for Educational 

Administration study on higher education preparation programs, addressed the issue 

of women who obtained certification without superintendent appointments. Logan 
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affirmed that university preparation programs must exercise aggressive measures to 

remedy this disparity:  

It is time for educational administration departments to reassess, adjust, and 
activate gender equity strategies that will bring about an equitable hiring 
context for all of our graduates. Change comes slowly, and real change only 
comes with commitment and proactive involvement directed at the source of 
the problem. (p. 12) 
Glass et al. (2000) further reinforced that although minor gains had been made 

in the appointment of women to the superintendency, the greatest gains over the past 

decade were in suburban/urban districts serving 3,000–24,000 students. The number 

of female superintendents in these districts nearly tripled, moving from 5% in 1992 to 

14.1% in 2000. In addition, 71% of female superintendents responded that they were 

working under their first contract. More than one third of the 297 female 

superintendents had been superintendents for fewer than three years, and 58% had 

served fewer than five years. This suggested that the gains for women as 

superintendents were rather recent. Sixty-eight percent of female respondents were in 

rural/suburban districts with fewer than 2,999 students. The increased number of 

female superintendents was a marked achievement; however, women continued to be 

significantly underrepresented in the superintendency. According to Glass et al., “The 

United States Census Bureau has characterized the superintendency as being the most 

male-dominated executive position of any profession in the United States” (p. 17).   

In addition to the gender barrier for women in accessing the superintendency, women 

of color must also surmount a racial barrier. Thus, women of color suffer double 

effects—a double whammy—in accessing positions as superintendents. 
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Female Minority Superintendents—A Double Whammy 

If European American females experience the obvious disparity of gender 

while attempting to access the superintendency, females of color are exposed to the 

double whammy of race and gender. The gender barrier is even wider for those who 

are Black, female, and qualified. All of these barriers are imbedded in the early 

formation of the superintendency in American public education. Thus, it is important 

to understand the historical perspective of race in the superintendency. 

While the 1930s suffrage movement increased the number of women 

superintendents, minority superintendents did not see the same increase. According to 

Cunningham and Hentges (1982), the number of minorities in the superintendency 

was sparse between the 1930s and 1950s, and they were predominantly employed in 

Black districts in southern states. Likewise, Montenegro (1993) noted that 

superintendents of different racial backgrounds tended to serve in areas with 

significant populations representative of their own race. Consequently, in 1980 only 

2.1% of superintendents were minorities (Cunningham & Hentges, 1982); the 

percentage increased to 3.2% a decade later (Jones & Montenegro, 1990).  

By 1992, 3.9% of superintendents in the nation were minorities, and 46% of 

those were employed in urban districts with more than 50,000 students (Glass, 1992). 

The advent, then, of demographic changes for several racial and ethnic groups in the 

nation’s larger cities resulted in minority groups becoming majority populations. 
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However, comparatively few majority-minority, medium-sized districts had minority 

superintendents (Rist, 1991). 

According to Glass et al. (2000), 5.1% of the nation’s superintendents in 2000 

were minorities who served in small/rural town or large/urban school districts. Fifty 

percent of these minority superintendents led districts with at least 3,000 students. In 

addition, Glass et al. found that 95% of minority superintendents headed districts with 

enrollments of more than 25,000 students, and only 23% of those districts were 

minority-majority districts.  

Regarding minority women in the role of superintendent, Brunner (1999) 

observed, “Black women (who are mostly in primarily black urban centers) and 

Hispanic women (who are primarily in the Southwest) each constitute about 1.5 

percent of superintendents, with other minorities accounting for another 0.5 percent” 

(p. ix). This pattern of superintendency appointments may be based on societal and 

cultural perspectives and influences regarding race and gender. 

 

Societal and Cultural Influences on Race and Gender 

Although Foley’s (1990) ethnography was of a small Mexican American town 

in south Texas, the implications of his study are relevant to this discussion of societal 

and cultural influences on race and gender. Foley explored how people are socialized 

not only by an “imposed cultural hegemony of ideas” (p. 194), but also through 

semantic practices of the people, in particular. Foley further posited that “people 

enact as well as practice class, race, and gender identities” (p. 194). His study 
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advanced the belief that cultural meanings, or ideologies, are not imposed, hegemonic 

structures in which members perform prescripted parts, but are constantly shaped and 

reshaped by the dynamic, complex interactions of members’ everyday lived 

experiences. Therefore, these ideologies can be imposed at any or all times, although 

they can constantly take on new and varying meanings. These meanings assist 

members to identify with a multiplicity of social stratifications. 

Reminger (1999) concurred with Foley’s (1990) concept of homogenized 

cultural traditions:  

In Learning Capitalist Culture Deep in the Heart of Tejas, Foley shows how 
the school in North Town serves to construct a cultural ideology grounded in 
traditional American values, yet how members resist and change, as well as 
enact and maintain, expected roles. By playing different roles in various 
community contexts, members constitute cultural meanings and practices that 
in turn shape their ways of being and behaving. Foley’s explanation of how 
social structures are formed reflects principles of practice theory while at the 
same time it contests those of reproduction and production theories. (pp. 13–
14, italics original) 
The implication that cultural concepts make problematic cultural traditions is 

evident in the disparity between the number of male and female superintendents. Just 

as Foley (1990) referenced this anthropological idea as an authentic cultural tradition 

that preserves social identities, the male gate-keeping culture of the public school 

superintendency is just one of the many cultural artifacts engrained in the American 

epistemology of racism and sexism. This system of traditional gate-keeping bars 

women and people of color and preserves the position of the superintendency for the 

domain of European American, middle-class, male-dominated control. This social 

construction, which creates obstacles for aspiring female superintendents, is 
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indicative of the traditional social identities of superintendents, who by nature of this 

socially constructed design, represent White, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant males 

(WASPs). Consequently, it appears that most Americans have come to perceive the 

image of the superintendent as one fitting the characteristics of the WASP. Thus, the 

culturally perceived role of women or minorities—much less the two—as 

superintendents becomes problematic. 

 

The Perception of Race and Gender Differences  

Alderfer (1987) posited, “The way we perceive our social reality is 

significantly determined by our group memberships, such as gender and racial/ethnic 

affiliation” (cited by Barak, Cherin, & Berkman, 1998, p. 83). Johns (1996) defined 

perception as the process of interpreting reality through one’s senses as a way of 

providing order and meaning to one’s environment. Perception helps sort out and 

organize the complex and varied input from the senses. Perceptions that 

organizational members have of each other (personal perceptions) are most important.  

According to Brunner’s (1994) model of the perceptual process, when the 

perceiver encounters an unfamiliar target, the perceiver is very open to the 

informational cues contained in the target and the situation surrounding it. The 

perceiver really needs information upon which to base perceptions of the target and 

will actively seek out cues to resolve this ambiguity. Additionally, Blasé and Blasé 

(1999) concluded that perception functions as a meditative experience for the 
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individual in the relationship between that individual and the social environment. 

Arnot (2002) noted,  

Men and women become the embodiment of a particular gender classification 
by internalizing and “realizing” the principle which underlies it. They 
externalize their gendered identities through their behavior, language, their 
use of objects, and their presence, etc….In the process of producing classed 
and gendered subjects who unconsciously recognize and realize the principles 
of social organization, the reproduction of such power relations are ensured. 
Thus, individuals internalize the objective and external structures and 
externalize them, albeit transformed but not radically changed. (p. 121) 
The concept of gender, then, encompasses “culturally-determined cognitions, 

attitudes, and belief systems about females and males; it varies across cultures, 

changes through historical time, and differs in terms of who makes the observations 

and judgments” (Worell & Remer, 1992, p. 9). For example, men as a group within 

American society have more economic, political, social, and physical power than 

most women (Collins, 2000; Duerst-Lahti & Kelly, 1995; Grogan, 1996; Tallerico, 

2000b). As a result, men and women are socialized to become different kinds of 

beings as well. Messages received from family, school, and media continue to 

provide sex-role messages representing conspicuously different sets of socially 

acceptable behaviors for boys and girls, men and women. These social rules and 

expectations create distinctively unequal psychological conditions for development 

based specifically on gender. Thus, characteristics stereotypically identified with 

women historically have been dismissed as of little value. Moreover, the model of the 

healthy, productive adult customarily has been accepted as being masculine. Only in 
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rather recent history have we begun, at any level, to hear and value “the other voice” 

(Gilligan, 1982). 

This perception of gender differences indicates the presence of a power 

differential and creates the potential for discrimination in expectations, actions, or 

both. Because gender is such a vital social variable, it is likely to have an effect on the 

superintendency. It is crucial to note that minimizing the importance of the 

differences between genders depreciates the relevance of significant within-group 

experience, whereas elaborating this importance reduces the potential for individual 

difference. Additionally, it is important to remember that although much of the 

knowledge about the perception of gender differences has been stimulated by the 

women’s movement, the possibility for bias and discrimination affects both men and 

women. 

If the gender issue is challenged by perceptions of unequal distribution of 

power, socialization, and inherent differences, race with its myriad of social 

perceptions is twice as challenging. Racial oppression is deeply engrained in U.S. 

justice, community, and power systems (Crenshaw et al., 1995). Racial perceptions 

such as stereotyping, low expectations, distrust, and other variables precipitated by 

oppression offer a double whammy of race and gender inequity. Simply stated, an 

African American female superintendent becomes an outsider inside the very 

educational system she has the authority to govern. Although she has spent many 

years of preparation and may be more qualified than her male or other female 

counterparts, because of this double whammy she must prove her competence each 
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day as superintendent. For example, Bush (2002) postulated that people had different 

expectations for female minority administrators than for male administrators of all 

ethnic groups. She also noted that race and gender were common obstacles for female 

administrators. 

 

Race and Gender Inequity  

Gender inequity has had a great impact on influencing the disparity between 

men and women in the superintendency. According to Grogan (1996), gender is the 

first of a series of spectra through which leadership sustains and defines the historical, 

social, and cultural formation of “biological sex.” Problems women have encountered 

at every level of employment in institutional cultures are fashioned and dominated by 

the power of men, especially European American men (Collins, 2000; Duerst-Lahti & 

Kelly, 1995; Grogan, 1996; Tallerico, 2000b). The concept of sexism, thus, is no 

different in the educational culture, especially the superintendency, where maleness is 

thought to be linked to and established by power dynamics. Political institutions such 

as public schools have been created largely by White men and serve to maintain 

power relations. Thus, men, particularly European American men, often have become 

the gatekeepers for female access to the superintendency. Additionally, earlier studies 

about leadership and organizations were written from the general perspective of the 

European American male, which set the standard by which all other organizations 

were expected to comply. It was assumed that the male standard of understanding was 

universal, without respect for gender differences.  
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Maleness, masculinism, or both, are used in this discussion to describe and 

clarify the practice of European American male leadership and privilege. Duerst-

Lahti and Kelly (1995) clarified that masculinism was operational, whether or not 

participants were aware of its prominence. The lens of gender can reveal a great deal 

about the exercise of power. Some women have been compelled to utilize masculine 

traits and to undertake masculine ways and values in order to become successful 

leaders, particularly in the superintendency. For example, Tallerico (2000a) reported 

a school board member’s admission: “Sure gender biases still exist on boards. Even 

when the woman candidate becomes a finalist, then the question becomes, ‘Do we 

have to pay her as much as the male contender?’” (p. 93).  

Lack of race and gender awareness is one reason for these sustaining patterns, 

or the passive resistance (active–covert) schema to “maintain the status quo” (Barak 

et al., 1998, p. 84). Rusch and Marshall (1995) noted, however, that the study of 

gender issues is limited in professional literature about gender equity. Researchers 

have found that historically in U.S. society, men were the rule makers and women 

were to be silent and subservient (Arnot, 2002; Belenky et al., 1986; Foley, 1990; 

Reminger, 1999). Consequently, race and gender equity issues must be examined 

using proactive strategies to ensure equal opportunities for women and, more 

specifically, for women of color.  
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The Interaction of Race and Gender on the Superintendency 

Shakeshaft (1993, cited by Grogan, 1999) observed that women are not 

equally represented in administration and teaching. Although numbers were 

unreliable, she studied them to demonstrate parity of representation. Shakeshaft also 

examined another manifestation of parity. The rate of women and members of 

minority groups becoming certified as school administrators was not reflected in the 

number of administrative positions they actually held. Therefore, she concluded, 

“Women and minority candidates are certified in much larger numbers than they are 

chosen for administrative positions” (cited by Grogan, 1999, p. 519). Thus, equity 

and equality formed the basis for Shakeshaft’s argument. Equity issues served as the 

springboard for the Reyes, Wagstaff, and Fusarelli (1999) study. They noted, “The 

implications of current reforms are that they will reproduce rather than transcend 

societal inequities and stratifications” (cited by Grogan, 1999, p. 519). 

 

Organizational Construction of the Superintendency in Terms of Women 

Researchers have generated much discussion about the socialization of gender 

roles in the position of the superintendent (McCreight, 1999; Scott, 1999; Skrla, 1998, 

1999; Wolverton, 1999). Such factors as race, culture, religion, socioeconomic status, 

and others that impact the organizational construction of the superintendency have 

been discussed. Moreover, several scholars have argued that the normalization of 

femininity and masculinity shapes the role of the superintendency far more than it 

shapes other executive-level positions. Skrla (1999, p. 9) noted that “normalization of 
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femininity/masculinity” within the realms of the superintendency served to continue 

the perpetuation of male dominance so that the superintendent is seen as a masculine 

role.  

Similarly, Brunner (1994, pp. 28–33) sought to reframe the organizational 

construction of the superintendency, offering four major tenets that allow women 

equitable access to the superintendency: (a) Power is defined differently by women 

than men; (b) when women operate according to the female concept of power, their 

chances to acquire positions of power increase dramatically; (c) women are most 

likely to be empowered in those communities that have pluralistic or diffused power 

structures; and (d) women who attain positions of power are most successful when 

they adopt female approaches to power that stress collaboration, inclusion, and a 

consensus-building model.  

The power of fostering collaboration, which women have naturally, is an asset 

in the realm of educational leadership. In other words, people have come to see that 

the historically feminine ways of seeing the world (i.e., collaboration, sharing, and 

nurturing) are now critical to the position of superintendency, as this role has 

undergone significant changes. These changes, precipitated by high-stakes testing and 

societal changes, include a greater appreciation for social and contextual balance in 

the education of children. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 further created a 

new urgency for learning communities, school team leadership, community/sharing, 

and other factors of holistically educating children while attending to their academic 

performance. 
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Brunner (1998) further postulated that women are more politically successful 

in diverse communities with fluid power structures. One could assume, then, that the 

socialized female’s way of interacting—which embraces diversity as strength; 

empowerment through consciousness raising; and improving the organization as a 

whole through collaboration, inclusion, and consensus building—is a definite asset to 

an effective superintendency (Brunner, 1998). Thus, the ability of many women to 

cope and survive within a hostile world has empowered these women effectively to 

negotiate complex, multidimensional societal problems. Nonetheless, an increase in 

women leaders must be accompanied by a change in societal attitudes toward the role 

of women and the value of nurturing as women attempt to redefine, deconstruct, and 

reorganize the traditional role of the superintendency. Herein may be the challenge of 

critical race theory and Black feminism in challenging the traditional superintendency 

construct. 

 

Critical Race Theory and Black Feminist Thought in the Superintendency 

To this point, the discussion on women in the superintendency, or the lack 

thereof, has included common discrepancies in public school superintendency related 

to gender. However, the compounded effects of gender and race are difficult 

combinations to disaggregate when searching for meaning or reasons for the lack of a 

female presence in this position. In particular, Black, female, and aspiring for the 

superintendency is a critical proposition.  
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Critical Race Theory  

One might ask, as did Ladson-Billings (1998), “What is critical race theory 

doing in a nice field like education?” Critical race theory (CRT) begins with the idea 

that American society considers racism to be “normal, not aberrant, in American 

society” (Delgado, 1995, p. xiv). CRT began in the mid-1970s with Derrick Bell (an 

African American) and Alan Freeman (an European American) because of their 

frustration over the slow progress of the Civil Rights Movement in the U.S. Bell was 

often referred to as the “grandfather” of CRT because his early works included 

attacks on the liberal integrationist perspective of a color-blind legal system framing 

“neutral” pedagogy and scholarship. Racism is so enmeshed in the fabric of U. S. 

social order, that it may appear both normal and natural to Americans. Ladson-

Billings (1998) further theorized that CRT “critiques liberalism and argues that 

European Americans have been the primary beneficiaries of civil rights legislation. 

CRT looks at how citizenship and race might interact, which is useful in 

understanding education inequity” (p. 7). West (1993) consistently proclaimed that 

race still matters. CRT is therefore useful in understanding inequities within the 

superintendency regarding race and gender. 

“CRT uncovers the ongoing dynamics of racialized power and its 

embeddedness in practices and values, which have been shorn of any explicit, formal 

manifestations of racism” (Crenshaw et al., 1995, p. xxix). Moreover, CRT 

challenges Americans to analyze racial, class, and gender privilege within both 

formal and informal structures and the process of schooling, particularly in assessing 



33 
 

the superintendency. Therefore, CRT in education has direct implications for 

identifying and transforming traditional notions of the objectivity of law and 

administrative regulations as it applies to education and schooling in K–12 and 

postsecondary settings. Consequently, CRT in education can be defined as a 

framework or set of basic perspectives, methods, and pedagogy that seeks to identify, 

analyze, and transform those structural, cultural, and interpersonal aspects of 

education. These basic precepts help to eliminate the subordination of women of 

color and to foster ways to engage in critical race praxis and positive change with 

regard to racial justice in the schools and higher education institutions. 

 

Black Feminist Thought 

Feminist theories have made a significant contribution to understanding this 

discussion of the superintendency by “introducing the dimension of gender” (Grogan, 

2000, p. 126) and making this dimension legitimate (Scott, 1986). Unfortunately, the 

feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s did not include all women (Starks, 2000). 

The movement may not have purposefully omitted minority women, but it became 

crucial to understand and respect the existence and lived experiences of all people of 

color. The purpose of the feminist movement was to alleviate oppression on all levels; 

however, how can any one ethnic group, specifically European American women, 

understand what it is like to be considered by one’s “otherness”? As Starks (2000) 

noted, “Skin color is not something that can be easily hidden” (p. 8).  
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Therefore, African American women discovered that they needed a venue to 

express their experiences, exclusion, and other concerns. The feminist movement, in 

spite of espousing equality and inclusion, failed to recognize the need to include 

people of color, especially African American women. This omission was crucial and 

served to reinforce the status quo. In other words, a European American feminist 

movement suggested that equitable distribution of resources and opportunities for 

marginalized people was not needed. Therefore, Black feminist thought was later 

conceived to address the ideas of African American women in a voice that was both 

individual and collective, personal and political—one reflecting the intersectionality 

of race and gender with the larger meaning of the times, including the lack of 

opportunities for African American women to access the superintendency. 

 Collins (2000) acknowledged that her intention in conceptualizing Black 

feminist thought was to regain her voice by placing “African American women’s 

ideas in the center of analysis,” which serves to “not only privilege those ideas but 

encourage White feminists, African American men, and all others to investigate the 

similarities and differences among their own standpoints and those of African 

American women” (p. vii). Although Collins (2000) admitted that her initial goals 

were to examine “how knowledge can foster African American women’s 

empowerment,” she later recognized that “empowerment of African American 

women will never occur in a context characterized by oppression and social injustice. 

. . . Reading women’s intellectual work” enabled her “to see how it is possible to be 

both centered in one’s own experiences and engaged in coalitions with others” (p. x). 
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Connections and power affiliations between African American women aspiring to the 

superintendency are crucial to enable more access to the superintendency. As hooks 

(1984) posited, 

Being oppressed means the absence of choices. It is the primary point of 
contact between the oppressed and the oppressor. Many women in this society 
do have choices (as inadequate as they are), therefore exploitation and 
discrimination are words that more accurately describe the lot of women 
collectively in the United States. (p. 5) 
It is important for African American women aspiring to become 

superintendents as well as those serving as superintendents to give “voice” to their 

lived experiences to break the “pattern of suppression” by omission (Collins, 2000,  

p. 5). Oppression is never common across ethnic groups, gender, or individuals. The 

Blackness of a woman “makes her a perpetual outsider”; thus, African American 

women must use their “outsider-within” the educational system to “foster new angles 

of vision on oppression” (p. 11). Now is the time for women of color, especially 

African American women, to use the tenets of Black feminist thought to step forward 

collectively to claim their rightful place as superintendent of schools. 

 

The Inequity of Silence 

Silence, as a perceived impediment to the superintendency, is illustrated by so 

many qualified women acquiescing to positions of less power, knowing that their 

contributions are major assets to school governance, while continuing to accept the 

history of being overlooked. Many of these women understand the political 

implications of the role of superintendent, but realize that traditions of this role are 
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masculine. In other words, the epitome of the superintendent tends to have male 

characteristics. Therefore, aspiring females tend to believe that they must assume 

masculine overtures in their behaviors or sit quietly as they strategically maneuver 

and govern behind a man who assumes the physical role and credit of the position. 

Many of these women remain in positions of associate superintendents, enacting the 

full responsibilities of superintendents without voice, title, position, and power.  

On the other hand, subjective knowledge is a “perspective from which truth 

and knowledge are conceived of as personal, private, and subjectively known or 

intuited” (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 15). Subjective knowledge, a perspective of 

knowing, is also a form of social and professional isolation. The few women who 

become superintendents often live in a world where their experiences are kept private 

and personal. Because of the possible consequences they could endure, they refrain 

from giving voice to their experiences. This is especially true for African American 

female superintendents because of the intersection and effects of race, gender, and 

more often than not, class. Many of these experiences include omissions and isolation 

from bonding conversations about golfing, sports, and other elements of “the 

breakfast club.” 

 

In Search of a Different Worldview 

Gilligan wrote in 1982 about hearing “a different voice” as women discussed 

their personal, moral crises and decisions. What Gilligan had not expected was that 

this “voice” was more than professional coding for a person’s lived experiences. 
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Women commonly described their lives in terms of voice and silence: “speaking up,” 

“really talking,” “words as weapons,” “feeling deaf and dumb,” “having no words,” 

“saying what you mean,” “listening to be heard,” and so on, in an endless variety of 

connotations all having to do with sense of mind, self-worth, and feelings of isolation 

from or connection to others (cited by Belenky et al., 1986, p.18). Thus, the search for 

a different worldview begins with giving voice to this silence and an affirmative 

acceptance of the subjective knowledge. All of the factors that impede women from 

accessing the superintendency are compounded for African American women. As 

Brunner (1994) offered four tenets for women equitably to access the 

superintendency, as discussed earlier in this chapter, this researcher proposes that a 

fifth tenet must be created: Women personally empower themselves by aggressively 

talking back, speaking out, and insisting on the validation of their presence.  

 

Summary 

This chapter explored causal factors of the lack of equitable distribution of 

race and gender within the superintendency in U.S. public schools. Literature was 

cited that supported the feminist advocacy of social change within the 

superintendency. Indeed, female superintendents—or the absence of female 

superintendents—speak a language of their own in the education community. 

Belenky et al. (1986) highlighted five major epistemological categories for this 

language, one of which summarizes this study: the “voice of silence” (pp. 17-20). 

Two of these categories that directly apply here are silence and subjective knowledge. 
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Silence, according to Perry (1970), is a position in which women experience 

themselves as mindless, voiceless, and subject to the whims of external authority. 

Female superintendents seldom voice their pains, as they fear being described as 

being weak, overly sensitive, or too passionate. Because so few women are in this 

position, many reserve their true feelings rather than chance being ostracized. This 

separates many women from the full access of the position of superintendent and all 

of the usual amenities of the position. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology and Procedures 

 

Our constructions of the world, our values, and our ideas about how to inquire 
into those constructions are mutually self-reinforcing. We conduct inquiry via 
a particular paradigm because it embodies assumptions about the world that 
we believe and values that we hold, and because we hold those assumptions 
and values we conduct inquiry according to the percepts of that paradigm. 
(Schwandt, 1996) 
This chapter contains a description of the research methodology and 

procedures used for this study on the effects of race and gender on the 

superintendency by seeking to hear the voices of African American female 

superintendents. Special focus was given to the emerging themes of the shared 

experiences of opportunities and challenges in the superintendency across race and 

gender stratifications. Specifically, in this study I sought to disclose (a) how race and 

gender affected African American female superintendents, (b) how race and gender 

impacted the performance of African American female superintendents, (c) how race 

and gender affected the relationship of these female superintendents with 

superintendents of other racial and gender groups, (d) how race and gender affected 

the relationship of these superintendents with school board members, and (e) how 

race and gender affected the acceptance of these female superintendents in the 

community.  

The utilization of qualitative research methods and procedures was suitable 

for the purposes of this study. This chapter discusses specific qualitative study 
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methods and procedures. In qualitative studies, the primary instrument of data 

collection and analysis is the researcher, particularly when using interviews to collect 

data. I sought to give voice to African American female superintendents through 

interviewing and reporting their stories. In The History of Critical Race Theory, 

Scheurich (2003) observed Delgado’s support of Derrick Bell’s (1992, 1995) 

storytelling or narrative style:  

Persons of color speak from an experience framed by racism. Delgado argues 
that the stories of persons of color come from a different frame of reference, 
and therefore give them a voice that is different from the dominant culture and 
deserves to be heard. Critical race theorists believe that in order to appreciate 
their perspective, the voice of a particular contributor must be understood.  
(p. 1)  

Consequently, it seemed appropriate to utilize the epistemology of qualitative 

methods, which maximized this researcher’s ability to hear the voices of these 

African American female superintendents and provide a Black feminist critical 

constructivist view. Gordon (1990) observed that members of groups who have been 

silenced and oppressed are attracted to the epistemology of qualitative methods 

because of increasing evidence that effective data analysis and documentation of 

cultures and histories of people can be an effective tool in the search for the 

advancement of social change.  

 

The Researcher as Instrument 

As observed earlier, the primary instrument of qualitative data collection and 

analysis is the researcher as interviewer (Merriam, 1998). Thus, the researcher may 
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have inherent bias. As a lifelong public school educator, I have been fortunate to 

work in various diverse, challenging schools, along with wonderful, dedicated people 

and brilliant students, who often were “diamonds in the rough.” I also have had the 

opportunity to work with outstanding mentors whom I respected for their ways of 

leading with soul and spirit.  

I must confess my reasons for choosing this area of study. I am aware that I 

must present this study in a way that readers can decide the credibility, authenticity, 

and transferability for themselves. During my first semester of doctoral classes, I 

learned that in Texas, a state of over 1,000 districts, only two superintendents were 

African American women, compared to 11 African American male superintendents. 

This did not make sense to me; therefore, I wanted to read everything I could to 

understand this phenomenon. Lorde (1984) demonstrated how each of us must speak 

for and from our most intimate knowledge, yet simultaneously extend the boundaries 

around ourselves to include the “outsider,” to include more than we have been, more 

than we thought we could imagine. 

For once we begin to feel deeply all aspects of our lives, we begin to demand 
for ourselves and from our life pursuits that they feel in accordance with that 
job which we know ourselves to be capable of. Our erotic knowledge 
empowers us, becomes a lens through which we scrutinize all aspects of our 
existence, forcing us to evaluate those aspects honestly in terms of their 
relative demanding in our lives. And this is a grave responsibility, projected 
from within each one of us, not to settle for the convenient, expected of 
merely safe. . . . Recognizing the power of the erotic within our lives can give 
us the energy to pursue genuine change within our world…For not only do we 
touch our most profoundly creative source, but we do that which is female and 
self-affirming in the face of a racist, patriarchal…society. (pp. 57–59) 
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I clearly remember our cohort being asked, “What do you see yourself doing 

in the next five years?” Of course, I responded in what I considered the expected way: 

assistant superintendent and then superintendent. During this time I had began 

reflecting on why I was in a superintendency cohort program at a major university. I 

began wondering whether, in a state with only two African American female 

superintendents, I had a chance of becoming a superintendent, although I was 

considered an outstanding educator and principal. I also pondered that if not now, 

when; and if not in this state, where? So now when I am asked that question, without 

hesitating I respond that my desire is to become a public school superintendent 

somewhere in the United States of America in the near future. 

I wanted to conduct a study to look at the effects of race and gender on the 

superintendency for African American women. I decided that because Texas only has 

two African American female superintendents, this study would have to include those 

in other states to provide more of a safe haven for those who agreed to participate—in 

other words, to help preserve anonymity of responses. I wanted to hear the voices and 

witness the silence and pain of the lived experiences of those superintendents. I 

wanted to hear the thick descriptions and intricate details of their day-to-day activities 

and interactions of their responsibilities as superintendents and as human beings. I 

wanted to get to the heart of what it is like not only to be a superintendent, but more 

specifically, to be an African American female superintendent. 

As I continued my personal journey of enlightenment as an African American 

administrator, I did not presume to anticipate any responses or reactions from these 
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participants. My desire was to initiate questions that would facilitate adding to the 

insight and understanding of these educational leaders. I believe that we have only 

begun to scratch the surface of understanding the intersectionality of race and gender 

within the superintendency. My goal was to add to the collective scholarship of the 

Black feminist critical constructivist prism of qualitative research, so our students will 

be the beneficiaries of a quality of educational experiences under the guidance of a 

mosaic of superintendents. The design of this research was primarily qualitative.  

 

Research Design 

Best and Kahn (1997) described research as “the systematic and objective 

analysis and recording of controlled observations that may lead to the development of 

generalizations, principles, or theories, resulting in prediction and possibly ultimate 

control of events” (p. 18). The solution of a problem is the aim of research as cause-

and-effect relationships between variables are discovered.  

The research methodology of this study was qualitative. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) referred to this type of research as naturalistic inquiry, which implies that 

participant observational techniques result in a more natural approach than the tests, 

surveys, and the like used in the more traditional quantitative approaches. Marshall 

and Rossman (1995) suggested that qualitative research offers opportunities for 

conducting exploratory and descriptive research “that assumes the values of context 

and setting, and that searches for a deeper understanding of the 

participants’…experiences” (p. 39). 
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Qualitative research utilizes different forms of data than those employed by 

traditional research methods. As Patton (1990) set forth, 

Qualitative methods consist of three kinds of data collection: (1) in depth, 
open-ended interviews; (2) direct observation; and (3) written documents.  
The data from interviews consist of direct quotations from people about their 
experiences, opinions, feelings, and knowledge. The data from observations 
consist of detailed descriptions of people’s activities, actions, and the full 
range of interpersonal interactions and organizational processes that are part 
of observable human experience. Document analysis in qualitative inquiry 
yields excerpts, quotations, or entire passages from organizational clinical or 
program records; memoranda and correspondence; official publications and 
reports; personal diaries; and open-ended written responses to questionnaires 
and surveys. (p. 10) 
Merriam (1988) identified the following six assumptions of qualitative 

research: (a) It is descriptive; (b) it involves fieldwork; (c) it is “concerned primarily 

with process rather than outcomes or products”; (d) it is inductive in that researchers 

build abstractions, concepts, theory, and hypotheses from details; (e) the “researcher 

is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis”; and (f) it is primarily 

“interested in meaning—how people make sense of their lives, experiences, and their 

structures of the world” (p. 19). 

Essential to this study was the utilization of the elements of multiple case 

study research, CRT, and Black feminist thought as a system to produce a rich, 

vigorous, holistic description as well as an understanding of the effects of race and 

gender on the superintendency as effective modalities to hear the voices of African 

American female superintendents. Therefore, this was a multiple case study involving 

two current African American female superintendents and two former African 

American female superintendents in the United States. 
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Case Study Research  

Case study is attractive because of the specific “questions regarding what can 

be learned from a single case” (Stake, 1994, p. 236) and in this particular study, 

multiple cases. The case study design is defined by the application of a variety of 

observational techniques, over a sustained period of time, to a single entity, which is 

well bounded in time, location, and activity. “A case study is both the process of 

learning about the case and the product of our learning (Stake, 1994, p. 237). This 

type of research is an inductive process that attempts to provide ontologically holistic 

description using the participant’s perceived realities and the observed reality of the 

events and processes being studied. This process permits the observer to follow 

emerging themes during the study. Consequently, data are sought, interpreted, and 

coded to provide descriptive themes.  

Case study research is a part of the epistemology of interpretivism of 

qualitative research. In other words, this was a study of the experiences, perceptions, 

understanding, and meaning making of individuals. The reality is in the stories or 

narratives of those who are being studied and interviewed, which speak to “letting the 

case tell its own story” (Carter, 1993; Cole, 1998) in a way that is unique and 

complex, so that important circumstances are understood within that particular case. 

Special attention must be given not only to the participants, but also to the 

contextuality of each case study. Therefore, as Williams (1996) noted, the researcher 

must provide accurate, rich descriptions and details in a way that readers can 
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experience the interactions as if they were present during the process. Patton (1990) 

also described the importance of the richness and depth case studies provide: 

Case studies . . . become particularly useful where one needs to understand 
some special people, particular problems, or unique situation in great depth, 
and where one can identify cases rich in information—rich in the sense that a 
great deal can be learned from a few exemplars of the phenomenon in 
question. (p. 54) 

Stake (1994) identified elements of good case studies to “provide more valid 

portrayals, better bases for personal understanding of what is going on, and solid 

grounds for considering actions” (p. 32). Qualitative evaluations focusing on race and 

gender can thus benefit from rich case study data. This study used case study 

methodology on a foundation of CRT and Black feminist theory.  

 

Critical Race Theory 

Critical theory and feminist theories try to understand how inequity gets 

created and maintained and how equity can be created and maintained. Race-oriented 

perspectives try to understand how racial inequity is developed and maintained and 

how races of color can protect and strengthen themselves and their cultures—with the 

ontology, epistemology, and axiology developed from within the culture. Including 

CRT in this study provided a means to better understand how African American 

female superintendents are affected by race and gender stratifications, which often 

relegate particular people as “other.” Therefore, CRT was used in this study to assist 

in understanding why African American women are underrepresented as 

superintendents across the United States. 
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“Underrepresented groups who are uncomfortable with the rules of speech 

tend to be intimated and speak in ways the dominant groups finds unacceptable. It 

affects individuals as well as institutional responses to people of color” (Young, 1996, 

p. 67). This serves as institutional racism, as those who dare to speak out usually are 

denied access and privilege within the organization (Banks, 1995, p. 67). For the 

purpose of this study, it was hoped that the participants would speak out regarding 

their lived experiences as African American female superintendents. 

 

Black Feminist Thought  

Another foundation of this multiple case study research was Black feminist 

theory. From this perspective, living as Black women provides experiences to 

stimulate a Black feminist consciousness. Yet, indiscriminately labeling “all Black 

women in this way simultaneously conflates the terms woman and feminist and 

identifies being of African descent—a questionable biological category—as being the 

sole determinant of a Black feminist consciousness” (Collins, 1990, p. 19)  

Therefore, the genesis of Black feminist thought is the need to create a 

feminist theory that addresses the specific needs of those who are marginalized, 

oppressed, Black, and other forms of “otherness.” It is not logical to believe that all 

Black women have the same concerns and problems; yet there is a crucial need to 

have some collective framework for addressing gendered and racialized 

discriminatory issues. Black feminist thought provided this venue. 
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In her book, Talking Back; Thinking Feminist; Thinking African American, 

hooks (1994) made the following observation: 

Any theory that cannot be shared in everyday conversations cannot be used to 
educate the public. Imagine what a change has come about tithing feminist 
movements when students, most of whom are female, come to Women’s 
Studies classes and read what they are told is feminist theory only to feel that 
what they are reading has no meaning, cannot be understood, or when feminist 
activists we might ask ourselves, of what use if feminist theory that assaults 
the fragile psyches of women struggling to throw off patriarchy’s oppressive 
yoke? We might ask ourselves, of what use is feminist theory that literally 
beat them down, leave them stumbling bleary-eyed from classroom setting 
feeling humiliated . . . stripped of their sense of value? Clearly, a feminist 
theory that can do this may function to legitimize Women’s Studies and 
feminist scholarship in the eyes of the ruling patriarchy, but it undermines and 
subverts feminist movements. (pp. 64-65) 
Black feminist thought has emerged as an “emancipatory ontology for 

empowering African American women as self-defined, self-reliant individuals 

confronting race, gender, and class oppression” (Collins, 1990, p. 221). An ontology 

is an external reality that is used to explain how individuals experience, perceive, 

understand, and make meaning of that reality. Thus Black feminist thought provided 

an effective and productive venue to study the effects of race and gender on African 

American female superintendents.  

 

Selection of the African American Female Superintendents 

The participants were four African American female superintendents (two 

current superintendents and two former superintendents) from various parts of the 

United States. The focus for the two former African American female superintendents 

was strictly narrative discussions of their experiences during their superintendency 
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and the reasons they chose to leave the superintendency, yet remain involved in 

private educational endeavors. The sampling size was limited to ensure anonymity 

and confidentially. Additionally, the intent of this study was to “make sense” of the 

lived experiences of these female superintendents through the emerging themes of 

their narratives regarding the challenges and opportunities they face as female 

superintendents. The sample participants all have served in the position of 

superintendent for at least three years. 

Best and Kahn (1997) described a sample as a small proportion of a 

population selected for observation and analysis. By observing the characteristics of 

the sample, certain inferences can be made about the characteristics of the population 

from which the sample is drawn. The sample participants were chosen in a 

systematic, purposeful way so that chance of the operation of probability was utilized. 

Purposeful sampling was the method used in this study because “the purpose of 

purposeful sampling is to select information-rich cases whose study will illuminate 

the questions under study” (Patton, 1990, p. 169). The female superintendents were 

selected based on their reputations as effective educational leaders. The purpose of 

this study was to give voice to these female superintendents to examine the effects of 

race and gender on the superintendency. 

 

Negotiating Entry 

To gain access to the female superintendents selected for this study, I chose to 

follow the same framework for negotiating entry to the field as did Scott (1999, p. 
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73). Formal letters were sent to the four African American female superintendents 

selected to participate in this study (see Appendix A). Each letter contained my 

personal introduction, a brief description of my doctoral program, and a brief 

overview of the research topic. The letter provided an estimate of the time 

commitment required if they agreed to participate. I stated my commitment to follow 

up with various forms of communication, including fax, telephone calls, and e-mail. 

Ten days after mailing the introductory letter, I followed up with a phone call to 

respond to questions and provide more information, if needed. I was prepared for 

flexibility to accommodate scheduling issues with the participants. Participation was 

voluntary and confidentially of findings was assured. Following consent, the data 

collection process began.  

 

Data Collection Methods 

Marshall and Rossman (1995) pointed to three techniques that were critical 

procedures for collecting qualitative data: (a) observation (which they separated into 

direct observation and participant observation), (b) document review, and (c) in-depth 

interviewing. Most qualitative research studies in education utilize observation, 

interviews, or a combination of the two as all or part of the data collection 

procedures. Each data collection segment is discussed in detail below. 
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Interviews  

Thus, the epistemology of interpretivism, which is the study of individuals’ 

experience, perceptions, understanding, and meaning making, is established through 

the interviewing process. Interviews were conducted using open-ended interview 

protocol for the participating superintendents (see Appendix B). The open-ended 

interview format provided opportunities for me to gain additional information as 

responses provide more interesting information (Fontana & Frey, 1994). Additionally, 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) observed that flexibility during the interview process 

enables the researcher to explore contextual information, which provides for an 

emergent dimension for this study. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed, as 

appropriate. The interview included in-depth, open-ended, semistructured questions. 

The interviews lasted at least 60–90 minutes and were conducted face to face in 

settings convenient to the participants. The interviews took place during three times 

in two separate district site visits, during the fall 2004 semester. These interviews 

focused on learning the stories of the four participants from making it into the 

superintendency to surviving as a superintendent. 

Obtaining informed consent. Before the interviews, signed consent forms 

were obtained from all participants. The consent form (Appendix A) was developed 

by Mertens (1998, pp. 276-277) and checked research protocols at the beginning of 

each interview. A verbal explanation of the dynamics of the study was provided along 

with the form. The consent form included the following information: (a) information 

about me, (b) a description of the research, (c) a discussion of the possible risks of 
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participation, (d) confidentiality claims, and (e) disclosure that the interview would be 

audio-taped. Two copies of the consent form were signed by me and by each 

participant. Each participant could keep one copy of this form. Additionally, as the 

context of the interactions changed, it was crucial that the researcher provide honest 

and timely information about the effect of those changes to the participants. Once the 

consent form was obtained, the interviews began. They followed a protocol, as 

outlined below and in Appendix B. 

Interview protocols. I received written permission to design the two interview 

protocols for this study, following the designs of previous researchers (Bloom, 2001; 

Scott, 1999) for interviewing superintendents and various stakeholders. The protocols 

gather participant background information and other relevant information. The 

superintendency protocol explores the superintendent’s perceptions of the effects of 

race and gender professionally and personally in addition to other specific areas. The 

second interview protocol explores gender and racial issues, including perceptions 

germane to the superintendent’s capacity to fulfill community and district 

expectations. As stated previously, the interview protocols were used as a guide, and 

questions sometimes arose spontaneously as the interview progressed. These 

spontaneous digressions provided more data-rich information collected during the 

study, which is the hallmark of qualitative research.  
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Observations 

In addition to interviewing, this qualitative study utilized another primary 

data-gathering technique posited by Glesne (1999): participant observation. Each 

participant was studied in her natural setting over a period of one month (two visits). 

These observations coincided with the interview site visits and added depth to the 

interview data. 

 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data involve detailed, thick description; in-depth inquiry; direct 

quotations; and capturing people’s personal perspectives and experiences. Unique 

case orientation assumes each case is special and unique; the first level of inquiry is 

being true to, respecting, and capturing the details of the individual cases being 

studied. Cross-case analysis follows and depends on the quality of individual case 

studies (Best & Kahn, 1997). According to Best and Kahn, “The very nature of the in-

depth, detailed description of events, interviews, and the like is what makes 

qualitative research so powerful. The richness of the data permits a fuller 

understanding of what is being studied” (p. 242). 

 

Data Coding 

All data were coded and analyzed using methods suggested by Miles and 

Huberman (1994). Qualitative analysis usually begins with identification of critical 

themes and patterns. The researcher must be able to “organize, manage, and retrieve 



54 
 

the most meaningful bits of the data” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 26). Therefore, a 

labeling (coding) system must be utilized to make the data meaningful. This means 

that the data must be condensed in a way that creates manageable categories for 

analysis. The process of coding provides a way of “generating concepts from and 

with our data” (p. 26), which functions to enable reviewing the volumes of data to 

extract meaning.  

Coffey and Atkinson (1996) posited, “Coding links different segments or 

instances in the data . . . fragments of data together to create categories of data, 

themes, topics” (p. 27). This is important as the researcher seeks to make sense of the 

information from the field. They noted, “Codes represent the decisive link between 

the original ‘raw data’” (p. 27). In other words, coding allows the researcher to work 

with the data in such a way as to enable the transcripts, field notes, and other artifacts 

from the field to come together so that the voices of the participants are heard. 

Coding, therefore, “allows the researcher to identify meaningful data and set the stage 

for interpreting and drawing conclusions” (p. 56). The researcher is then able to 

review the transcripts, field notes, and theoretical concepts.  

Miles and Huberman (1994) noted that coding “differentiates and combines 

the data the research have retrieved and the reflections” that were made from that 

information (p. 56). Thus, codes usually are attached to “chunks of varying size-

words, phrases connected or unconnected to a specific setting” (p 56). By organizing 

these chunks of information, the researcher can more efficiently and effectively 

cluster related constructs or themes from the data into manageable portions. 
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Consequently, coding and retrieving is the procedure most often associated with 

coding as an analytic strategy. The role of coding in such a conceptualization is to 

undertake three kinds of operations, according to Seidel and Kelle (1995): (a) 

noticing relevant phenomena; (b) collecting examples of those phenomena; and (c) 

analyzing those phenomena to find commonalities, differences, patterns, and 

structures (pp. 55-56). They posited,  

An organizing system for data is based on developing pools of meaning. 
Concepts are identified or constructed from prior material, theoretical 
frameworks, research questions, or the data themselves. . . . Coding is a means 
of providing new contexts for viewing and analyzing data. Decontextualizing 
and recontextualizing help to reduce and then expand the data in new forms 
and with new organizing principles. Segmenting and coding data enable the 
researcher to think about and with the data. (p. 31) 
Data that have been coded are ready for interpretation. Wolcott (1994) 

suggested that the move from coding to interpretation is a crucial step. Interpretation 

involves the transcendence of “factual” data and cautious analysis of what is to be 

made of them. The data must be interrogated (Delamont, 1992) and systematically 

explored so that meaning is generated.  

Thus, the inductive processes of case study research place the coding data 

analysis process in parallel with further data acquisition. This process allows the 

research to follow emerging themes during the study by seeking further data to 

compile a complete description of these themes. The interactions of the observer are 

driven by the analysis in this fashion and evolve along with the developing outcomes. 

Following coding and interpretation, the data could be finally analyzed. 
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Qualitative Research (Naturalistic Inquiry) Analysis 

The use of a qualitative research (naturalistic inquiry) approach allowed 

interaction with the African American females superintendents in their natural setting 

with the researcher. In other words, the researcher was able to experience the local 

meaning of the daily events and people with each of the superintendent. Given that by 

its very nature, each case study is unique, each superintendent’s interactions was 

expected to unique as well. “Immediate and local meaning and actions are defined 

from the actors’ point of view” (Erickson, 1986, p. 19) along with satisfying the 

“need for specific understanding through documentation of concrete details of 

practice” (p. 121). 

As previously stated, qualitative research methodology using a Black feminist, 

CRT, constructivist perspective was used to examine the lived experiences of the four 

African American women, two current superintendents and two former 

superintendents in urban school settings. Erlandson et al. (1993) stated, 

The purpose, then for a naturalistic researcher . . . is not to yield the same 
results, disclose errors in former methodology, or to strengthen the 
generalizability to the universe. Rather, it is primarily to expand on the 
processes and constructed realities of one study to seek initial illumination of 
the context of another study. For this reason expansion research is used in lieu 
of the traditional term of replication research. (p. 45). 
Consequently, the naturalistic inquiry researcher usually works with multiple, 

social constructions of reality that are often difficult to separate because of the nature 

of the concepts of the study. Therefore, the researcher worked to try to understand 

and interpret how the various superintendents and other participants view their world. 
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Denzin and Lincoln (1994) offered that to understand these interactions, the research 

must actively participate in openness, emotional engagement, and the development of 

potentially long-term trusting relationships between the interview and the subject. 

Only by examining the parts of the whole can “convergent conclusions” (p. 14) 

emerge. Thesis conclusions from different inquirers investigating similar topics will 

not produce a “neat, sterile picture of congruent geometric figures” (pp. 14-15); 

rather, reality can be discerned through these separate observations providing a 

“mosaic with general, unclear boundaries, but with rich central meanings about the 

interrelationship” (p. 14). Naturalistic inquiry portrays a world in which reality is 

socially constructed, complex, and ever changing. 

 

Trustworthiness  

Trustworthiness is established in a naturalistic inquiry by the use of 

techniques “that provide truth value through credibility, applicability through 

transferability, consistency through dependability, and neutrality through 

confirmability” (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 132). Trustworthiness was ensured through 

triangulation. Triangulation is the “use of multiple data-collection methods, multiple 

sources, multiple investigators, and multiple theoretical perspectives” (Glesne, 1999, 

p. 32).  

Additionally, member checks can increase trustworthiness of the data. 

Member checks are “sharing interview transcripts, analytical thoughts, and drafts of 

the final report with the research participants to make sure the representation of them 
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and their ideas were accurate” (Glesne, 1999, p. 32). This study used member checks 

to ensure that the participants’ voices were recorded accurately; participants were 

given the opportunity to review their transcribed interviews. 

 

Credibility 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) posited that the most important aspect of 

establishing the trustworthiness of a study to the consumer is the criterion of 

credibility. “The researcher establishes a partnership with the stakeholders in the 

study, a partnership that requires a free and honest exchange of the separate 

constructions of all participants and in return offers opportunity for growth and 

empowerment” (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 160). Therefore, according to Erlandson et 

al., the reliability and validity of the findings are directly reflective of the 

“researcher’s persistent observation, triangulating sources and methods, conducting 

extensive member checks, and guarding against both going native and premature 

closing” (p. 160).  

As noted earlier, member checking adds a component of credibility by 

allowing participants to verify that what they said was accurately depicted in the 

narratives of the study. Erlandson et al. (1993) posited, “Member checking is carried 

out in regard to the construction from the triangulated data” (p. 142). Periodically, I 

shared the transcriptions of the interaction with the participants for a true 

interpretation and construction of the participant’s voice.  
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Transferability 

 The accurate portrayal of the participants offers transferability. “The 

description must specify everything that a reader may need to know in order to 

understand the findings (findings are NOT part of the thick description, although they 

must be interpreted in the terms of the factors thickly described)” (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 125). The description of the context must be so concise that the reader should 

be able to “feel what is was like to actually to be in the context” (Erlandson et al., 

1993, p. 146) of the study. The descriptions of the people involved in the study must 

be real to the readers to add to the authenticity of the research. 

 

Racial Considerations 

In addition to credibility and validity, any qualitative study must ascribe to 

racial standards. The initiation of racial standards is an important part of the 

responsibilities and obligations of the researcher to the participants, which is the spirit 

of research. Erlandson et al. (1993) described safeguards for the naturalist researcher 

and the participants: harm, privacy and confidentiality, deception, and informed 

consent: “Harm is a term that the naturalistic researcher seeks to make more inclusive 

in order to proactively protect respondents” (p. 155). The researcher must take 

precautions so that each participant is protected from “physical or psychological 

harm, which includes loss of dignity, loss of autonomy, and loss of self-esteem” (p. 

155). The African American female superintendents under study were shielded from 

“unjustifiable deception,” which is never justifiable. Deception serves to demean, 
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degrade, and deceive the participants and individuals who are deceived. It is also 

“counterproductive to the researcher’s open and free exchange of constructions 

among stakeholders and between the researcher and the respondent” (p. 155). The 

researcher must carefully negotiate daily as “unanticipated racial dilemmas” emerge 

to ensure informed consent of the participants and proceed with the “sensitivity and 

integrity that is expected of a naturalistic paradigm as has been described by several 

researchers (Denzin, 1970; Lincoln, 1990; Smith, 1990)” (cited by Erlandson et al., p. 

156).  

Therefore, the researcher seeks to empower, educate, and form a connection 

by “developing shared constructions among the stakeholders and with external 

referents” (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 158). These connections, if effectively formed 

and maintained, could possibly last a lifetime between the participants and the 

researcher. Most importantly, Lincoln and Guba (1989) posited that the naturalistic 

racial consideration seeks to provide for fairness. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

Glesne (1999) posited, “Part of demonstrating trustworthiness of your data is 

to realize the limitations of this study” (p. 152). Detailing the researcher’s access, 

time constraints and the availability of documents, places, and people describes the 

context of the setting in conducting social research. According to Glesne, 

“Limitations are consistent with the always partial state of knowing in social research, 

and elucidating your limitations helps readers know how they should read and 
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interpret your work” (p. 152). Thus, this study has made no claims as to 

generalizability, as the participant sample was four African American female 

superintendents from various parts of the nation. Feminist theory considers that 

researcher bias is inherent in all research designs and impossible to eradicate. Black 

feminist research tends to be crucially personal, and the lines between professional 

and private life become blurred. An African American woman cannot separate herself 

from being female or Black. In other words, the personal self cannot be separated 

from the professional self, although behaviors are adjusted to accommodate the 

situation at hand.  

 

Summary 

 This chapter focused on the methodology and procedures of the study as well 

as its foundation in CRT and Black feminist thought. Qualitative research 

characteristics, participant selection, data collection, and data analysis were 

discussed. Issues of validity and limitations also were outlined. Chapter 4 focuses on 

the findings from the data. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

You’re always going to be a female in that group. It’s never not an issue. 
You’re always a female in a group of males and you’re never neuter—that  
just doesn’t happen either. (Anonymous female superintendent, personal 
communication, 2002) 

 

In this chapter, the results presented come from the research of the lived 

narrative experiences of each of the four African American female superintendent 

participants. Two of these participants are current superintendents and two are former 

superintendents. Each has served or currently serves as a superintendent in an urban 

school district with terms of no less than three years. Each of the four participants 

shared her narratives with me during face-to-face interviews that were held in the 

participants’ workplaces. Interviews and limited observations of their working 

environments and day-to-day routines added value to the lengthy telephone 

conversations and e-mail correspondences that followed my visits.  

While protecting the anonymity of the participants, I sought to deconstruct 

their individual identities as shared through their personal and collective stories. In so 

doing four major themes emerged regarding the participants’ perceptions of the 

effects of race and gender on their superintendency. These themes are congruent to a 

study conducted by Ah Nee-Benham and Cooper (1998): “(a) pervasive sense of 

difference; (b) determination and courage; (c) sense of compassion for children and 

others; and (d) redefinition of power and authority by developing relationships” (p. 

iv). Recognizing the development of these commonalities, I employed the results of 
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this qualitative method to serve as triangulation to support the original assumption 

that African American female superintendents continue to experience the dynamic 

affects of gender and race: thus, the assumption of the “double whammy” effect. 

In the first section of this chapter, the participants are introduced in a format 

that includes their current leadership position along with a concise description of each 

participant’s personal history. In the second section, the response to the general 

research focus question contains the qualitative data from the interviews, limited 

observations, and personal reflections. The third and final section contains the 

conclusion of this chapter. 

In order to convey accurately the voices of each participant and ensure 

trustworthiness of my interpretations of their narratives, I labored intensely in 

composing this chapter as a way of honoring each participant’s time, passion, 

commitment, and dedication to public education. Of course, the results of this study 

are not intended to be the standard for all African American female superintendents 

or any segment of that group, as to assume their stories to be representative of all 

would be an assumption that race and gender experiences are monolithic. However, 

the commonalities of the participants’ experiences do make for generalizable data that 

may help to inform others of the affects of race and gender on the role of African 

American female superintendents. With this in mind, the results of this study are 

simply the findings based on the limited sampling of four African American female 

superintendents. In other words, these stories belong to them and are not meant to be 

used as generalizations that represent all African American female superintendents. 
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Additionally, since there are so few African American female superintendents, 

I have modified the elements of their professional and personal lives to protect their 

privacy. Consequently, these modifications include the names of people, places, 

cities, districts, and other personal information. 

 

Participants 

Two current African American female superintendents and two former 

African American female superintendents participated in this study. All participants 

held earned doctorate degrees and had held several central office positions prior to 

their first superintendency. These participants were selected based on their reputation 

for success in the field of public school education. Although all participants were 

from different states, they shared the common bond of adamant determination and the 

belief that their success would serve as the springboard for others who look like them 

and aspire to the superintendency. Success for this study was measured and defined 

by the following district improvements: student achievement; financial condition; 

effective instructional initiatives; focus on children; and community, board, and staff 

relations. Therefore, the participants noted that they must “be the best” because they 

“stood on the shoulders of those who had gone before them.” 

 

Dr. Angela Adams  

Dr. Angela Adams spoke with poise and confidence as she talked about her 

background, family, and pursuit of the superintendency. She spoke of how her parents 
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valued education and instilled in her at a young age the value of a good education. 

She chose her words carefully as she relayed the impact of living through integration 

on her life and how in her neighborhood “everyone cared for each other. Teachers 

believed in students and told them that they were the next generation of leaders.” She 

noted that the conversations with her parents “were never if I was going to college, 

but when you go to college.” Her parents did not want her to attend college in her 

home state, so they sent her to her neighboring state because of the uprisings during 

integration, which included displays of prejudice and racism. 

She spoke of her 34 years in education and how she deliberately planned and 

prepared for the superintendency. She obtained her doctorate degree so that lack of 

the degree would not be an element that could be used against her in pursing the 

superintendency. Although she began her tenure as superintendent of the Academic 

Public Schools in July 2003, she has served as a teacher and counselor and has held 

various central office administrative positions in Alaska, Arkansas, and Gateway 

School District an urban school district in California. Her husband is a vice president 

of a bank, and they have four grown children.  

Angela has served as an urban superintendent for three years that included one 

year as interim superintendent in Beltline Public Schools in Arkansas. She has served 

as the superintendent of the Gateway Public Schools for the last two years. Gateway’s 

demographics are 85% European American, 12% African American, 2% Asian 

American, and 1% Mexican American with a total of 15,000 students. Because 

Gateway Public Schools is located in a university town only 13% of the students are 
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on the free or reduced-price lunch program (a common indicator of low 

socioeconomic status). This district has been rated as a “high-achieving” district for 

the last five years.  

 

Dr. Barbara Brown 

 Dr. Barbara Brown greeted me with a warm smile, and I immediately felt 

welcome. She is in her mid 70s with over 45 years of experience in education. 

Although Barbara was never a principal, her experience in K–12 and higher education 

included serving as a deputy associate commissioner in the New York Department of 

Education; superintendent for nine years, acting superintendent, deputy 

superintendent, assistant superintendent, supervisor of K-12 school principals, 

teacher, and special assistant to the superintendent, all in Big Springs, New York. 

Babara’s last and only superintendency was in the urban district of Big Springs Public 

Schools served 100,000 students, of which 90% were African American, 6% 

European American, and 4% Mexican American with 93% of the students qualifying 

for free or reduced-price lunch.  She currently serves as the founder and CEO of The 

Council for Excellence in Watershed, North Carolina. She also serves on numerous 

boards inside and outside of education. She has nine years of experience as 

superintendent and is certified in English. She has spent 35 years in urban school 

administration.  

 Dr. Barbara Brown talked at length about her childhood in Neches, 

Connecticut, “in a community that was very much committed to raising children to go 
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to college and to be successful.” She moved from Neches during her sophomore year 

to Applewhite, Indiana. She recalled deciding to attend a nearby teachers’ college that 

had a good reputation. When she graduated, there were no jobs for English majors 

following desegregation. Eventually the African American and European American 

teachers merged, yet there were no jobs in her major field. She clearly recalled the 

rigorous exams to become a teacher in those days. She managed to get a job in a 

neighboring town and commuted. After three years of teaching, she was able to get a 

teaching position in Applewhite. She later went on to become a department 

chairperson in high school. After working her way up through the Applewhite Public 

School System, she later became interim superintendent at the age of 36. This was 

during a time when resources were scarce and traces of segregation still lingered.  

 

Dr. Carol Carter 

 On the day I was to meet with Dr. Carol Carter, she was running late because 

she had been summoned to meet with one of the officials in the city to discuss the 

progress of the district in restructuring several schools. She came in like the wind 

with an inviting smile and greeting. We talked about her meeting with the official, 

and she said that if the committee working on this process did not agree on a plan 

soon, the city official informed her that the judge would develop a plan for 

restructuring. She told me that she wanted me to attend a meeting with her and the 

committee later that day. 
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Dr. Carol Carter is currently in her sixth year as the superintendent of the 

urban school district of Ideal Public Schools in Cottonwood, Wisconsin,. She 

previously had served two years as the superintendent of Chesterfield, Mississippi, 

which has given her a North-versus-South perspective of the superintendency. Ideal 

Public Schools has over 50,000 students composed of 10% African American, 15% 

European American, 20% Mexican American/Latino, and 55% Asian 

American/Chinese/Pacific Islander students with 90% of the students on the free or 

reduced-price lunch program. This was Carol’s 39th year in public education with 36 

of those years as an urban school administrator. She obtained her B.A. degree in 

elementary education, M.Ed. in Educational Administration, and Ed.D. in 

Educational Administration Policy from Stanford University. 

 During a lively discussion of her childhood, Carol mentioned that in high 

school in the 1960s during the desegregation of Vincent County schools, she was the 

only African American female in her class of 902 students, which included seven 

African American males. She also noted that she was the only African American in 

the college preparatory classes and the honor society. “There were 40 African 

American students in our high school of 3,100 students.” She described this period as 

a “difficult time in Vincent County.”  

 

Dr. Diane Davis 

 As with all the participants, I was anxious to meet Dr. Diane Davis because of 

her accomplishments. Also, because her schedule was so tight, we had to negotiate 
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several times before we could settle on the dates for my visit. Of the four participants, 

Diane was the only participant I had met previously; I had held brief conversations 

with her on at least two occasions. I found her greeting and interactions with me as 

warm and unassuming on the first day of our visit as on those two previous casual 

encounters.  

 Dr. Diane Davis is currently president and CEO of the Successful Student 

Ventures in Chicago, Illinois. She served for 17 years as superintendent in Florida 

and Georgia, with 7,500 and 110,000 predominantly African American students (85% 

and 90%), respectively. Diane has 30 years of experience in education. Diane’s last 

superintendency in Georgia was in an urban school district. She has a total of 13 years 

in urban school administration. The Sunshine, Georgia Public Schools consisted of 

the following student demographics: 5% European American, 90% African 

American, and 7% Mexican American students, with 87% in the free and reduced-

price lunch program. She is certified in English and Counseling and has an earned 

doctorate degree (Ed.D.). Diane explained how she always wanted to be a teacher, 

since her mother was an elementary teacher and her five siblings were teachers. She 

joyously stated that she started teaching “at 3-4 years of age.” 

 Dr. Diane Davis described her high school experiences in a small town in 

Kansas. She was the valedictorian of a class of approximately 60 students. She taught 

high school English for three years, got married, moved, and did not work for several 

years. After receiving her master’s degree in counseling she served as special 

assistant to the superintendent for three years before serving as an elementary school 
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principal for three years. She later became an assistant superintendent and was named 

to her first superintendency at the age of 34. 

 

General Research Focus Question 

 All participants shared their perceptions of how race and gender affected them 

as an African American female superintendent. Each participant had a unique way of 

relating her story regarding her experiences with the general research focus question: 

In their own perceptions, how did race and gender affect these four African American 

female superintendents? However, similarities evolved along with differences. This 

section focuses on the following four themes that emerged from the data regarding 

the participants’ perception of the effects of race and gender on their superintendency: 

(a) the pervasive sense of difference; (b) determination and courage: (c) sense of 

compassion for children and others: and (d) redefinition of power and authority by 

developing relationships. Relevant examples and quotes are shared from the study of 

these four participants as they talked about their lived experiences during their tenure 

as superintendent. This discussion focuses on each participant’s experiences, or the 

lack thereof, that impacted their perception of the effects of race and gender on their 

superintendency. In most cases direct quotes are used so that the narratives are alive 

with the voices of these four African American female superintendent participants. 

Their pervasive sense of difference is the first of the emergent themes. 
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Pervasive Sense of Difference 

 Ah Nee-Benham and Cooper (1998) observed that pervasive sense of 

difference, which is the first emergent theme, refers to “women’s understanding that 

they are different” (p. vi). These differences included their race and gender which 

directly affected the very essence of who they are as human beings. These differences 

were seen by the participants as both an asset and a liability, yet these four African 

American females focused on their goals and responsibilities as superintendents. 

Again, it was more often than not difficult to speak or face without also speaking of 

gender differences.  

Race matters. When the participants were asked to discuss the greatest 

challenges they face or have faced as an African American female superintendent, Dr. 

Barbara Brown noted working with the school board while “maintaining your 

integrity” as one of the greatest challenges for a superintendent to face, although she 

quickly added that “it can be done.” The other three participants, Dr. Angela Adams, 

Dr. Carol Carter, and Dr. Diane Davis, all agreed that increasing the number of 

African American, female superintendents in the ranks is paramount. Diane recalled 

the following event: 

I think you’re a double minority as an African American female. There were 
some people I think who thought, first of all, a woman should not be in this 
position, and secondly it shouldn’t be an African American woman. I seem to 
recall a time of a specific incident, although nothing was spoken, you knew 
that in certain situations that was probably what people were thinking. I’ll tell 
you . . . we were annexing an area, the city was annexing an area of the county 
that was predominantly White, and I was to go and meet with the community 
that was being annexed. It was a fairly hostile community. I think it was the 
first time I had felt both gender and racial prejudice from the people there. It 
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wasn’t anything that they said directly, but there was an underlying prejudice 
that was behind it. 

Angela quietly and carefully reflected, “There are not many people who look like me 

in this position. I have no one to talk to so I must focus on being the best.” She added 

that it seemed that 

African Americans usually became superintendents of minority-majority 
districts with low income, lack of city commitment, and struggling. The truth 
of the matter is that we can serve anywhere. I am an example of that, although 
there may not be many like me in this type of situation. You cannot limit 
yourself! 
Conversely, when asked to explain her success as an African American female 

superintendent, Angela responded that “as the child of a first-generation college 

family, being in the right place at the right time” was crucial for her. Additionally, 

having the proper “credentials, commitment, luck, hard work, training, and a 

supportive family” enabled her to be a successful superintendent. Barbara had similar 

sentiments. Yet, Carol and Diane felt that their “hard work ethic” enabled them to 

access the superintendency. All four participants gave homage to their parents, 

spouses, children, and other family members for believing in them and supporting 

them as they journeyed toward the superintendency and eventually became 

superintendents. Diane articulated the following,  

My parents were proud of all of us. This sort of encouragement enabled us to 
understand that there was no limit on what we could do. I think it’s sort of that 
family value structure and support system that sort of helps. But a lot of it was 
internal. I couldn’t accept myself as a failure. 

 The ladies had many common thoughts or agreements regarding African 

American women who claim that discrimination has kept them from serving as 
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superintendents. For instance, Angela noted that if she had grown up in Mississippi or 

Alabama or anywhere in the South 40 years ago,  

There is no way I would have had a chance to be a superintendent as a 
woman, or as an African American. That’s just totally true. We all know that. 
The facts are there. Male, female, wouldn’t have made a difference, being 
African American and then certainly perhaps being a woman. 

Furthermore, Angela added that she believed she began her career in a time when she 

was able to take note of possible opportunities and to prepare herself to take 

advantage of those opportunities. She remembered applying for some 

superintendencies and being asked by her husband what she thought. Her reply was, 

“I may not get those, but I am going to keep trying. You know what, I may go to my 

grave and never do this and that will be okay, but I will know that I tried.” She 

quickly chimed in that she never knew if she was not chosen because she was African 

American or female, but she took the time to reflect after each interview on how she 

responded to each question. She wondered why she could have not been a good 

match and pondered what she learned from that experience. “Then I blew the dust off 

my shoes and I went onto the next one, because I felt I would never get the true 

answers. . . . I never expected them to say, ‘…really because you are a woman’.” 

Because of this, she felt that it was not productive to dwell on what could have been 

rather than to move on to the next possibility. 

Barbara, because of her work after the superintendency, had a particularly 

enlightened vantage point on this subject. As a result she knew that “some folks 

wouldn’t take a person because they were short or a woman, because they didn’t feel 
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they had command presence.” By contrast, often she thought the person could “most 

certainly handle the job.” She also remembered being on the other side of the table, 

interviewing for jobs and being asked by board members if she “thought she could be 

there at night.” This was because she had two children, which she noted boards, 

headhunters, and others often used as an excuse not to hire capable African American 

females for the top post in public school education. As a retired superintendent, 

Barbara offered that if a person wants to be a superintendent badly enough, relocation 

may be a possibility. She also quickly inserted that sometimes “you wait too long.” 

Carol and Diane adamantly felt that there was some validity to the claim of 

many African American women that discrimination has kept them from serving as 

superintendents. Carol explained that the “process of getting to be superintendent is 

still controlled by boards of education who are predominantly male and often White 

males,” which continues to perpetuate discriminatory practices in accessing the 

superintendency. Carol noted, 

I think boards of education, for the most part, don’t think we can do the job of 
the superintendent. It’s a tough job, so they think we aren’t able to do it. They 
also think, if you are young and have children, they think that your family life 
will interfere with your ability to do the job. So you never get the opportunity 
to prove that you can do the work. But, of course, some of them become board 
members because of their personal agendas. So, it is not for all kids, it is for 
their kid or to get back at someone, and that is so sad. 
Surprisingly, three of the four participants felt their race had helped them be 

successful and had aided their access to positions of influence in education. They felt 

that perhaps they came along during the period of time when being African American 

was a positive as far as getting a position of greater authority in education. Angela 
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noted, “I certainly came along at a time when people were beginning to question what 

they had done in terms of discrimination.” However, she was quick to stress, “I stand 

on the shoulders of giants—people who made a way for me.” She construed that 

because, as she said, “I have this huge responsibility to be productive and be a very 

positive representative of them, because they certainly gave more than I’m giving to 

get me here.” She, therefore, surmised that her race had probably been a part of her 

success.  

Barbara also agreed that she thinks her race has been an asset as far as the 

strides she has made in ascending to the most prestigious position in public education, 

the superintendency. She concurred that she “would like to think that her skills 

outweighed anything else along with hard work.” Albeit, she was clearly aware that 

“somebody got a double score by putting me in a position. You know what I mean.” 

She meant that by putting her in a position of leadership, the district was able to 

accrue two points for her gender and race, a plus for the district or hiring officer. 

Likewise, Diane expressed that race may have been a part of her success in certain 

ways. She became the first African American superintendent in the first district she 

served as superintendent. She attributed that to the idea that that district “probably 

wanted the recognition of being a liberal community and having the first African 

American superintendent.” Conversely, however, she stated, “If everything were 

equal and they had a male and a female, White male and a Black female, in that 

community race would have been a success factor.” Of course, regarding her second 

and last superintendency, she said, “[The] question probably got played out because I 
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was the first female superintendent and probably the first Black female in the state.” 

Diane adamantly believes that some probably questioned her abilities as a female to 

do the job successfully. “There was probably, well, actually the woman on the board 

told me, “I did not want a woman.” I thought, “What . . . a woman can’t run this 

school system?” Diane confessed that she could not point to anything overt that has 

been a “stumbling block.” 

Carol had a different take on this topic. She believes that she had to be better 

than others, pay her dues by going through the ranks, and still wait longer to ascend to 

the superintendency. She remembered overt acts of racism and discrimination, but she 

used this discrimination to propel her to make sure her work and personal interactions 

were of the highest quality. Carol realized that the way she performed in her position 

could produce one of two results: (a) open the doors for other African American 

females to become superintendents or (b) close the door on the possibility of another 

African American female ever becoming superintendent in that area or state again. 

Therefore, she took her job very seriously and worked long hours, which caused a 

separation and later divorce from her husband. Thus, she found herself raising three 

daughters alone while attending to the business of the school district as the 

superintendent.  

 When the participants were asked about their perception of the effect of race-

based/gender-based opportunities for African American women who aspire to the 

superintendency, Diane voiced that she believes this to be an accurate statement. 

According to her, 
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I think because of what is there, the reality, that it causes many African 
American women to lower their own expectations and not want to aspire to 
the be a superintendent because they think it’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. “I’ll 
go down that road and I’m not going to get the position because I don’t see 
many women in the positions; that tells me that there must be some 
discrimination going on.” I’ve known African Americans or women who have 
faced discrimination once they have gotten into the position. So all of that 
climate and those realities are out there, it causes people, African Americans 
females in particular, not to want to be a superintendent. It causes them to 
lower their own expectations and accept the status quo. 

Diane noted that although much time was spent on preparing for the interview, 

sometimes during the interview the applicant could feel that this was just a “dress 

rehearsal” because the board already had somebody chosen for the position. Thus, the 

female Black superintendent applicant would become part of an interview quota and 

was, therefore, never going to be considered a serious, qualified candidate for the 

position. Carol shared similar sentiments and stories of “mock interviews” and the 

“audacity of those people to think I was not aware of the games they were playing 

with my time and intelligence.” 

Barbara offered a different explanation for this situation: 

Sometimes I think, unfortunately, that, maybe sometimes women are favored; 
African American women are favored over African American men. But it 
might very well be that African American women are becoming better 
prepared and there seems to be a noticeable decline in the number of African 
American men getting into the superintendency. But, on the other hand, there 
is a decline in African American men and women, but the women seem to be 
working harder, that is more women seem to be working harder to prepare 
themselves for the post. You might disagree, but that’s what I am seeing. Of 
course in the South it is different, especially places like Texas and others have 
not increased the number of African American female superintendents to any 
notable degree. Therefore, those women who want to become superintendents 
are having to leave Texas and go to other states that are more progressive in 
seriously considering them for superintendencies. 
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Barbara spoke of her awareness that studies and statistics demonstrated that 

there are more certified African American women in the superintendency/executive 

leadership preparatory classes than any other group; yet, African American women 

continue to occupy deputy or assistant superintendent positions because of their 

inability to break through the glass ceiling and enter the superintendency. She 

attributed it to the “fact that there are just not enough Black women and Black men 

going into the superintendency.” She compared the number of over 1,000 school 

districts in the state of Texas with the number of African American male 

superintendents, remaining approximately 11 and African American female 

superintendents remaining approximately two consistently over the years. 

Angela contributed,  

Well, I think it’s about awareness that certainly all of your attributes are going 
to be considered for a superintendency position and certainly you and the 
board of education are trying to get a good match. I don’t believe that as an 
aspiring superintendent that your race and your gender should be viewed for 
any primary consideration. You should not look at your race and your gender 
as your primary attributes that you bring to a job. So while certainly they are 
obviously present, it is true that they are going to play a role in the decision-
making process. I certainly suggest that you not see those as the primary 
components of who you are. And the more you see it as that, the more you can 
help others to see it as that. But believe me, when you walk in the room they 
are going to see an African American female. 
When the four participants were asked if they thought race mattered in the 

superintendency, the tone of their responses became more adamant and personal.

Each had much to say on the subject as evidenced by the examples of their responses 

included in this section. 
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Carol quickly responded affirmatively, noting the statistical data validating the 

low percentages of African American females and males in superintendent positions 

nationally compared to the percentage who are certified to be superintendents along 

with their attainment of doctoral degrees compared to other ethnic groups and 

genders. Since she has had experience in both the northern and southern regions of 

the United States, she has become more aware that “racism is alive and well” in 2006 

in a country that publicly welcomes everyone from other places to its shores yet “does 

not have its own house in order, so to speak.” She recalled the plight of the elderly, 

poor, and children. She stated her belief that the United States has not just racist 

attitudes and actions but also a classist system.  

The “haves” continue to get and the “have-nots” continue to suffer and lose 
out, yet we are continuing to send billions of dollars to other countries and 
spend astronomically on warfare and less on education. We get what we pay 
for, and if we look toward the future at the quality of people for leadership we 
are producing, our future as a country and as a people looks bleak at best. 
How can our children compete globally, let alone locally, with the limited 
funding we are receiving from our government and the dilapidated conditions 
of many of our school buildings? Yet the elderly who have helped to build this 
country are living in poverty, and that seems to be OK because nothing is 
being done, to any significant degree, to improve their lot in life. How 
shameful!  

Angela reflectively responded,  

Well, let me be clear on this. I feel race, if you live in the United States, race 
matters. It is a part of everything. All the decisions that are made especially in 
personnel and we have a long history of it. Does it matter? Yeah, race matters. 
And I embrace that race matters, and we must continue to make sure that 
representations are fair and decisions are made fairly. I think race matters in 
the superintendency. Race matters in the teaching core. Race matters in these 
United States. No doubt about it. Yet, I am convinced that we must find 
positive ways to rid ourselves of all negative effects of the focus on race. But 
does it matter in terms of does it make a difference? Of course it does. 
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Additionally, Barbara, recalling her more than 47 years in public education, 

offered the following:  

I think in a district where there is a predominance of one ethnic group, if all 
things are equal then the superintendent, if possible, should come from that 
ethnic group. I say that because this country is rapidly becoming majority 
minority, and the young people, the children, students, need the people in 
leadership roles who look like them. For example, in one of our large upstate 
city school systems, they tell me that there are some African American and 
Hispanic students in the public schools who never seen a teacher from their 
ethnic group. That school system brought in an outstanding Hispanic female 
as deputy superintendent with a wealth of experience and expertise to be in 
charge of teaching and learning. She is now gone.  

Barbara candidly voiced that she believes this occurred mainly because of politics, 

which often involves people who are not educators disagreeing with what research 

shows is best for children and what educators consider quality education. As a result, 

she added, some states are difficult places for “outsiders” to work productively. 

Finally, in our discussion of their perceptions of the effects of race, I asked 

each participant to give an example, if any, of a time when they felt that they were 

treated differently as a superintendent because of their race. I asked them to include 

how it made them feel and how they handled the situation. Angela spoke of not 

having been treated differently because of her race. She offered the following 

explanation: 

Again, I would probably not be the best one to ask if I was being treated 
differently because of my race. I’m not sure I would know that. Maybe I 
might extrapolate that and I think as an African American and as a Black, I 
always look at things through two or three different windows, you know. I 
will use the example: I was stopped for going 10–20 miles over the speed 
limit. But of course, the minute I saw the police siren going off in the back, I 
thought about being Black and not so much a woman, but being African 
American. My mind went to that. Now, being African American in this 
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country, my mind didn’t first go to the fact that I was 20 miles over the speed 
limit. I didn’t think about that first. Yes, I was stopped and I was breaking the 
law. But based upon my history and everything I know, race came to the 
forefront then, probably inappropriately, but it did. But as an African 
American, as a female, yes, everything that happens, I’m looking at it through 
several lenses, which in my opinion, helps us be more astute and smarter. 
Some people only have to look at it through one lens at what happens to them 
every day. I am constantly looking at what happens to me in many different 
ways, and I think that just helps my versatility. I have an African American 
male child, and if you think we didn’t talk to him every day about, you know, 
this is the way you have to do, keep in mind, here is the history in this country 
and you need to be aware of these things. 
 
Our discussion of this question closed with the notation of an African 

American mother and father talking to their son about the history of this country and 

things they need to be aware of: what to do when the police stop you, not if they stop 

you, but when. The child usually angrily states “That is not fair.” These parents 

experience pain because they must acknowledge to their son that it is not fair, but that 

is just the way it is. I noticed Angela’s voice transitioned into a whisper as she shared 

this very personal concern regarding the reality of having an African American son. 

 Coincidently, Carol noted the unfairness when “you speak up in a group of 

Whites and your comments are not treated in the same way or with any value.” Yet, 

she further postulated that a White male could turn around and say the very same 

thing and everyone would think it was the “best thing since sliced bread.” Two of the 

participants each recalled occasions when during meetings White males would look 

to and address another White male instead of them, as the African American female 

superintendent. Neither woman hesitated “to call them on it and informed that they 

were to address their comments to me, since I am the superintendent here.” They both 
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agreed that they know it is a combination of both race and gender issues and are 

tremendously offended when anyone assumes otherwise, especially someone from 

another racial or gender group. 

Barbara stated her belief that race does matter but that “somehow since 

African Americans know that it matters, we must find a way to move beyond that and 

use what we know to our advantage.” In other words, Black female superintendents 

must “flip the script,” so to speak, and make sure that they acquire the credentials, 

achieve the highest level of education possible, and prepare to prove that they are the 

best qualified applicant for any job they desire, especially the superintendency. “We 

must remove all excuses!” 

Although it was often difficult for the four participants to discuss their 

pervasive sense of difference regarding race matters without including gender 

because they are their reality is that they are the epitome of the double whammy, the 

outsider and the other, which African American and females continue to face today.. 

Thus, the possibility of discussing one without the other is a form of making one of 

their physical characteristics invisible and therefore serves to further perpetuate 

gender and racial discrimination. We now turn our focus on how, if at all, gender 

matters in the superintendency. 

Gender matters. This section of this chapter is devoted to the four African 

American female superintendents’ perception of the effects of gender on the 

superintendency, which was extrapolated from the research data. I noticed the 

continuum of the frequent difficulty of the women to focus on gender without 
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including race as well, as is prevalent throughout this section. However, the questions 

chosen as a guide for this section from the site interviews, telephone conversations, 

and e-mails, of course, are a continuation of the discussion of the general research 

focus question: In their own perceptions, how did race and gender affect these four 

African American female superintendents? As previously stated, similarities evolved 

along with differences as each participate uniquely shared the story of her experiences 

as a public school superintendent. 

 When the participants were asked their thoughts on what other staff members 

expected from a female superintendent, Dr. Angela Adams eagerly responded, “A 

climate of trust.” She followed her response with this extended explanation: 

I cannot do this job alone, so I have a shared vision and model my 
expectations. I am highly learned and qualified, and those are the qualities I 
look for in staff members. Therefore, I must lead by example. I believe we 
must provide good customer service and have a positive, helpful attitude of 
dedication. 
When the interview turned to what she felt teachers expected in a female superintendent, 

Angela mentioned the following examples as elements of trust which all staff members expected 

not necessarily from a female superintendent, but from any superintendent. Trust is not gender 

or race specific. 

A formal way to communicate my vision and expectations for the school year 
with all staff members formally. Thus, I visit (alone) with each staff member 
in usually groups of 30 to discuss any changes within our district along with 
the status of our district. I believe I am accessible to everyone, and people 
know I care for them as human beings and staff members. 

Angela explained that when she worked in other school districts, district-wide convocations 

were the norm. This was a formal venue to set the tone for the beginning of the school year. 
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Angela recognized that each campus has different needs and thus must have effective campus 

goals. When asked what she thought other staff members expected from a female 

superintendent, she responded, “I don’t know. I know what I expect, but I have no thoughts 

about what staff members expect of a female, Black superintendent. I am just me.” 

On the other hand, Dr. Diane Davis, while meeting with one the district local 

campus staffs soliciting their expectations for selecting a new principal, articulated 

her thoughts accordingly: 

You know, I think females sometimes don’t appreciate female leaders or don’t 
want to be led by females. Not that they said they didn’t want to be led by me 
but when female teachers tell you that they want a male principal then they are 
sending you a strong message. I had that happen on more than one occasion.    

Unsurprisingly, Diane encountered female teachers who, contrary to feminist thought, 

remained advocates of the traditional male-dominated public school leadership, even 

in the presence of a newly-appointed female superintendent. 

Davis thought that teachers were happy to have a planned opportunity to meet 

with the superintendent on a rotating basis. It was impossible to meet with everyone 

at one time because there were 8,000–10,000 teachers in the district. However, 

utilizing a stratified selection process allowed schools and regions to be represented 

so that if the superintendent met with 50 teachers, who came from 50 different 

schools. Thus, Diane was still able to touch schools when she was not physically able 

to do so personally. There were no expectations for teachers to take anything back. 

She told them 

You are not here to take things back to your faculty, this is our conversation 
and it’s your building, your knowledge base and information base from you 
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about what are the strengths that are allowing you to do your work and what 
are the impediments. It’s your voice I’m interested in hearing and not my 
voice for you to take information back to your colleagues. 
Barbara dealt with the expectations of staff and others for female leadership in 

a very different way. Unlike Diane, Barbara met with teachers and other staff 

members twice each year in district quadrants. She admitted that she understood and 

accepted, not necessarily with fondness, the “double standards” for female 

superintendents, especially African American, female superintendents. In reference to 

expectation to female leadership, she said the following: 

Now you ask, what does race and gender have to do with anything? I have 
tried to make race and gender somebody else’s problem because race and 
gender is my reality. I can’t change it, don’t want to change it and if 
somebody wants to use it to try to keep me from doing something, then that’s 
their problem. 
 

Therefore, she decided that since she understood the reality of the expectations, she 

would just “have to deal with it.” Instead, she adamantly confessed that her 

nonnegotiable was not to compromise her moral beliefs to do “right” by the children 

in her district and to treat all people with respect and dignity. She felt that she 

successfully accomplished that in all her endeavors. 

 Carol also took the quadrant approach to meeting with teachers and other 

district staff members. She echoed the sentiments of Barbara regarding the double 

standards for superintendents who shared her gender and race. She had a reputation 

for being accessible and willing to listen. But she also admitted, “Staff members 

know that although I listen to them and go to great lengths to get their input, I am still 
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going to do what I believe is necessary for the children in the district I serve.” She 

considered that her “moral obligation.” 

When asked about their thoughts on what communities expected from a 

female superintendent, Dr. Barbara Brown reflected on her experiences, working in 

the media capital of the country, New York City area, to explain her strategy for 

working with the communities and media during her superintendency. 

I brought with me a public information person with a master’s degree in 
communication. If your newspaper catches you playing games with them you 
are dead. You have to build their trust that you are going to share with them 
what you think is appropriate and you are not going to keep them in the dark 
too much, that you are going to find opportunities for them to highlight 
outstanding people and show students. Frankly, if the superintendent can stay 
out of the newspaper and keep your people in the paper, you will last longer. 
I mentioned to Barbara that perhaps that is why when I explored various 

district Web sites seeking superintendent contact information for this study I found it 

was difficult to find superintendents’ phone numbers or locations. Additionally, when 

I conducted my site visits, some superintendents had their offices on the second or top 

floor of the administration building in the back corner, which was very unusual for 

me. Barbara reasoned, 

Yes, keep your people out there. Find ways and if there is bad news you tell it 
first so you hopefully can shape the information in the best way you can. And 
then go out in the community, identify your key organizations, meet with 
them, try to find something they can do to be helpful. 
Dr. Angela Adams mentioned that she felt that the community expected any 

superintendent to take the time to listen to their expectations with the understanding 
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that the superintendent has a commitment for all students as charged and expected by 

the Board of Education. Angela further articulated, 

This is my second year in this district and luckily we are all working in the 
same direction or so it seems. We are fortunate to be located in a major 
research university city and work closely with the John Otto School of 
Journalism. This allows us to get lots of free press because their students are 
always requesting interviews and other media opportunities. We are a very 
transparent organization. We have nothing to hide and are accountable to the 
public. This obligation I take very seriously. 
When asked directly what Angela thought communities expected from a 

female superintendent, she once again responded, “I do not know. I am just me.” 

Conversely, Diane shared her difference experiences with the media, special interest 

groups, and community relations during her superintendencies.  

I will talk about one particular incident but in terms of the special interest 
groups you are always going to have those. I don’t think you can avoid that. 
It’s usually episodic; you are closing a school or something in special 
education or a change in leadership or whatever. You are going to get the 
special interest groups coming.  
Dr. Diane Davis is known for her forward thinking; therefore, she thought 

more in strategic terms. Following is an example of such thinking: 

In terms of the larger strategic way I dealt with community relations was some 
of what I did with teachers, through my communications staff we identified 
key communicators. We went to every school to identify key opinion leaders 
in their school. Not people who necessarily are the yes people, but who is it in 
your school that can influence policy or can, may be the person who is the 
thorn in your side, but that person has a lot to say and it’s important for the 
person to understand where the district is going and hopefully to gain their 
support . I met with them about once every two months I think it was. Our 
district had 165 schools and every school had about three or four opinion 
leaders. All of these people weren’t able to come but they were invited to 
meetings where it gave me the opportunity to talk to them about what the 
district’s priorities were and how we were moving along with our priorities 
and to get feedback as to what they felt needed to happen. What questions did 
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they have? What was the sense out in the larger community? They loved it. 
They felt it was some type of a status symbol. I didn’t realize it was going to 
be such a “big” thing. We would have dinner for them sometimes. Then we 
would give them a packet of information to equip them to actually talk about 
things that were going on. They had a hotline where they could call the 
communications department any time to alert us to anything they felt we 
needed to know about, to answer questions that they had gotten from their 
constituents.  

Diane continued reminiscing about how she wanted to have a formal way for the full 

community to have input into what was going on in the schools and district. Thus, she 

developed a way for the community to be involved in strategic planning process.  

I visited, as I mentioned before, a lot of community activities and participated 
in a lot of activities. Press and media relations were challenging. I think the 
media is part of the problem, a major part of the problem for urban districts. 
They are out for sensational stories and aren’t that interested in being, as I told 
them fair and honest. I told them that all I want you to do is be fair, to be 
accurate in what you are reporting, and to be balanced. Fair, accurate and 
balanced. You don’t get that. In a suburban district we’re in a county, the 
district was in a county with the urban system and a suburban system. It was 
as though the suburban school system had no problems. I went to the media 
board once and said, the suburban district had 40-some-thousand kids and I 
said, so every school system has problems. I don’t care whether it’s suburban, 
urban, small or large, but you act as though there are two school systems 
where only one school system has a problem, so that’s unfair. That’s not fair, 
that’s not balanced. So we had to keep them always on that.  
Conflict with the media was a constant battle for Diane and her district. 

Members of the media thought she had a media plan, but she actually had an excellent 

communications director who knew how to handle the media. 

We trained all of the principals in how to respond to the media. We did it with 
individuals where they were video taped and they could teach each other in 
small groups and all of that. So she had a protocol for how they were to 
handle, the media thought we were squelching people’s ability to talk. They 
wanted to call up and talk to anybody at any point. So that created some 
tension in the district. But I think it’s an evil that most urban superintendents 
have to learn to live with. 
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The conversation turned to how people quickly decide a district is bad because 

of one incident that is blown out of proportion by the media. Diane explained, 

There could be a shooting near a school and I remember storming down to the 
editorial board and, this shooting happened after school hours and it had 
nothing to do with the school, why would you even connect the school to the 
shooting? They show the picture of the school on the news. And I’m saying, 
this happened, the school was closed. It didn’t even happen at the school 
building. It was near the school and they said, “We’re using the school as the 
reference point so people will know.” I said, “I’ve never seen any of the 
county schools you don’t use those as a reference point.” Actually there was 
another shooting that had occurred very close to a county school, nobody ever 
saw the country school too, they used a store or some other place as a 
reference. So, you know, I’m not sure I ever achieved the fair, balanced, with 
the media. That was not a success story at all. Good news does not sell papers. 
When asked what she thought communities expected of female 

superintendents, Diane responded that she thinks that female superintendents “always 

feel like they are having to prove themselves.” She further explained, 

There is the, I guess the historic expectation, that this is a job for men because 
men have held the job in most districts. This never made any sense to me 
because superintendents, until very recently came from the ranks of teachers. 
They usually follow that trajectory, what, 85% of the teachers, 80% are 
females and 10–12% of the superintendents are females. So you begin to 
wonder how in the world do you have this entry job that is overwhelming 
female but when you get to the top then it’s overwhelmingly male? So, almost 
any man who is teaching eventually goes on to become a superintendent. So 
you get the expectation that people question whether women can do the job 
because they have no reference point for women in the position.  
Diane described another experience she had during her superintendency, 

working with a group of ministers in her district. She explained that this is a specific 

example of the double standard imposed on African American female 

superintendents. 
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I meet also with the ministers in the district. There are 500 of them in the city, 
the African American ministers in particular. I go to their meetings and they 
would accuse of me, in the very beginning, of not liking men. What does this 
have to do with my liking men or not? They had this perception that the 
people that I was talking to, two things, the people that were leaving were 
men. We were losing a lot of males and secondly that I was not replacing 
them with males and that it was becoming a female-dominated organization. 
This was totally just their perception. I had the data and showed them the data 
and actually I had increased the number of males in positions, in teaching 
positions over the previous superintendent. But it wasn’t facts that they were 
looking at. So they kept, at this particular meeting, going on and, so I looked 
at them and I said, ‘I sleep with a man every night, so why do you think that I 
don’t like men?’ Their eyes almost popped out of their heads and they 
laughed, all of the sudden the issue was off the table. I mean I thought, ‘Why 
did I have to go there?’ That’s not me. What started out with a formal 
meeting, but it was not about the statistics. It was not about rational thinking. 
It was sort of about how can we relate to this woman who has now become the 
superintendent? How can we feel that she is one of us? My comment was out 
of frustration. I’m sitting here thinking, these men, I’m giving them all this 
and they are still asking me this. So after that, you’re alright. 
Diane recalled that her communications person was in attendance at that 

meeting and told her the she could not believe that Diane actually said what she said 

to those ministers. It was out of character for her. Diane told her,  

Look, when I’m looking over this sea of men and I am trying to be rational 
with them and it means nothing, I have to know that one of two things must 
happen, so I chose to respond in a way that I chose to present the truth of the 
matter in the way I thought they might understand. I took a chance. The very 
thought of them thinking, let alone, verbalizing to me that they thought that I 
did not like men was insulting and had nothing to do with nothing. They 
would never have said that to a male superintendent regarding women. 
Diane had much to say on this subject. She remembered when she was in one 

school district for her first superintendency, there was another district that had drafted 

her and wanted her to consider becoming their superintendent. She had no interest in 
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leaving but decided to give them the courtesy of an interview because she had not 

gone through a search and wanted that experience.  

I explained to my board that I want the experience. These were women who 
came to visit with me from the other district. There were three women that 
came from this school district to interview me and they were at it in a hostile 
manner, like well how does your family, what does your family think about 
this? I was young at this time, my kids were young. What does your family 
think about you in this position? What do your kids say? It was all around my 
whole personal life and I thought, these are totally illegal questions that they 
are asking, very little about me, how I would run the district or whatever. But 
I had an assistant superintendent that they interviewed, also male, when you 
finished interviewing with them he said to me, you don’t want to work with 
them. He said he had to say to them, I have only had the last two 
superintendents I worked for who were females and they were the best leaders 
I have ever had. So when he told me what he said to them I can imagine the 
kinds of questions they had been asking him. So it was sort of my first real 
experience that women don’t want other women, a large segment of them, 
don’t want other women to be in these positions. We can sometimes be our 
own worst enemies. 
Carol recalled that the former superintendent of her district was a Latino male. 

Although he had created an atmosphere of “distrust and chaos,” the community 

seemed to have “accepted that as a part of who he was.” She emphatically responded 

that she knew community members had “double standards” across gender and racial 

lines. She also knew, based on her experiences, that being an African American, 

female superintendent automatically meant that “you had to work harder and 

constantly prove that you are worthy of the position.”  

Carol spoke solemnly as she described how women, especially those who 

looked like her, were the ones who had given her the most problems and headaches. 

“I just don’t get it, but yet again, I do get it. You know what I mean?” She recalled all 

the effort she made to make sure she was accessible to all the stakeholders of her 
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district, monthly community forums, house meetings, individual conference 

appointments, key communicators’ group of 250, monthly meetings with the 

Ministerial Alliance, monthly meetings with union representatives, monthly meetings 

with the parent-teacher city group, and so on, and still “it was if they wanted me to 

give all my blood” and then “they probably would not have been accepting.” She 

said, 

I cannot change who I am, what I look like, nor will I compromise my moral 
and racial beliefs to satisfy individuals who are tripping because of their 
hidden agendas. I have an obligation as superintendent to make sure each 
child receives a quality education. Not just one child or the children of certain 
people, but all children. That sort of ‘kissing up’ is not going to happen. That 
is a nonnegotiable for me, period. I will walk away from this job before I do 
anything to compromise one child in my charge. 
Carol also spoke frankly regarding her present contentious relationship with 

her board. When asked what she thought boards of trustees expected from female 

superintendents, she said,  

It is a shame that our relationship has soured over the last two years. We have 
the Green Party who believes I’m too conservative. I have a good relationship 
with four [board members] but lost one so now that leaves only three. I have 
given up on having a good relationship with two of them. They are racist and 
sexist (“You don’t know your place”). You can’t put me in a place. They have 
no respect! 
Angela feels that she has a very special board of education. She explained that 

they know the benefits of governance and policy viewpoints.  

They stay in their realm and out of the day-to-day activities. I determine the 
‘how’ and they say the ‘what’. They have proven to have told me the truth that 
they did not want to the superintendent and I certainly do not want to be a 
board member.  
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She explicitly stated that their relationship was all about expectations. She was 

especially proud that her district had received a distinction for their performance from 

their state this year. Angela expressed hope that they can “stay the course and 

improve student achievement and overall district management.” She spoke of 

memorable incidents regarding her former place of employment. 

The district I was in before began fighting among themselves. Clearly this was 
not an environment to focus on student performance. I do not know what 
boards of trustees expect from female superintendent. The subject has never 
come up. 

Diane had a different take on the question. 

As a whole, if I were to look at the votes, I almost had unanimous votes the 
majority of the time. But it really had to do with how we structured the 
meetings to reach that. Individuals, there were individuals that I worked very 
well with on the board. There were others where there was tension. …There 
were a couple of women on the board that I probably had my biggest 
conflicts, but it was subtle, more subtle than anything else. I knew that they 
didn’t like me, it’s hard to characterize it. One of these women said to me as I 
was leaving, she said, I always wanted to be like you. By this time she had 
moved from the school board and was going to the city council and I was 
leaving the district. I’m thinking, that’s a revealing statement. So for eight 
years you have been just doing this dance because of, because you wanted to 
be like me? What in the world? So for those, for two of the women on the 
board, there was often this kind of tension that was going. But for the others 
they were my biggest supporters and what I felt like they were, there was, it 
changed over time. At one point there were four women, there were six 
women. And four of them were like, they were my advocates and there were 
these other two who did their little shenanigans all around. It was those two 
throughout the entire time. They never changed. Actually it was little things 
that they that provided clues so that you knew they had talked to a staff 
person. I remember, I thought somebody is leaking something. But there was 
enough of the rest of them, I never got to that level with them. So, even when 
they would get in a board meeting sometimes and act crazy, I never got at 
their level.  
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Diane mentioned that her communications director told her that the reason 

they did not like Diane was because they wanted her to get up there and act a fool like 

they were acting, so that she could argue with them. Diane felt that as a whole, she 

did not think she had trouble with the board, because what she needed was for them 

to act as a corporate governance body and to take on the district, the business of the 

district.  

It was hard, but it’s how we structured the meetings that allowed that to take 
place. The individual, other than these two individuals who happened to be 
there the whole four years that I was there, was very strong and supportive. Of 
course, little spats broke out every once in a while. I remember once there was 
one of the male board members and they got him to think that I was ignoring 
him. Then they would get him to act out. He acted out one night at the board 
meeting. Who do you think you work for? This came out of nowhere. Who do 
you think you work for? And I was so stunned by it I didn’t respond. Then 
another board member said, I guess I’m getting into the memorable events, 
another board member said, you don’t talk to us. This is the only blow up. 
This was sort of early on in my tenure. I hadn’t been used to this stuff. He 
said, who do you think you work for? I said, I work for the board of 
education. Where is this coming from? So another male member said, you 
don’t talk to our superintendent like that. So that unnerved me. I thought, 
where am I and what is this about? It wasn’t until months later, maybe a year 
later he comes to my office and he says to me, he apologized. These two 
women had put him to this. He found out what they were all about when he 
was running for re-election and they had a candidate that they were 
supporting. So that’s the kind of thing, I often wondered would they have 
done the same thing with a male. I don’t think so. I think it was all about my 
being a female. But in terms of the work, I never saw any, there was nothing 
ever overt from then whether they thought I could do what needed to be done, 
handle the tough decisions.  
Barbara stated that she accepted early on that it might be foolish to expect 

100% board agreement all the time. So she was prepared for such times of 

disagreement and personal agendas. However, she admitted that she did not know if it 

was gender related or not. She did remember an incident when she perceived 
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elements of condescension when talking to a White male public figure who was also a 

member of the board. 

I set the record straight and told him that I understood perfectly what he was 
talking about and therefore he could talk to me straight and did not need him 
“break anything down” to me because I was a veteran, certified superintendent 
and educator with a doctorate degree. That shut him up and wiped that little 
smirk right off of his face. Now, I do not know if his behavior was because I 
was female, African American, or that he was just ignorant. All I knew was 
that whatever problem he had with me, was his problem and not mine. 
When each participant was asked her perception of the role gender played in 

her success or failure, effectiveness or noneffectiveness, and career mobility as a 

superintendent, each had a different response.  

Barbara recalled, 

My response is similar to that I gave regarding my perception of the role race 
placed in my success/failure and what have you. I just don’t know. I think I 
came through at a time when hard work was important and, I don’t know, 
unless somebody was using me to help even out something, I don’t know and 
I don’t feel that it was, I would like to think that my skills outweighed 
anything else, along with hard work. But I can’t say that somebody did or did 
not get a double score by putting me in a position. You know what I mean? 
Carol spoke again of “always having to prove myself.” She was adamant that 

gender and race both were crucial elements in the extra steps she had to take to 

prove that she was capable of being a successful superintendent: “It is always there.” 

She did state that she loves who she is and would not change anything if she could. 

Diane responded to the same question but focused on race:  

I think it's worked in my favor in my career mobility. I don't think it's worked 
against me. I think both places wanted to be able to say that they were 
progressive enough to hire a female superintendent. I know race and gender 
are real live issues out there in people's ascension and in some instances their 
success in the superintendency. But I do think you have to over prove yourself 
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to stay once you get there, that people may put you there for whatever reasons 
but in the back of their minds sometimes they are wondering if you can 
succeed. They hold you to a much higher standard whether it's fair or not, or 
whether we hold ourselves to a higher standard thinking that is the case, but I 
think it's both. And if you don't succeed it compromises others following you 
because these are folks who don't think twice when a man fails about hiring 
another man, but once a woman fails, they think many times about hiring 
another female. So I think I probably worked, part of my work ethic, but I’m 
sure it was in the back of my mind, I know it was in the back of my mind, that 
I have something to prove to them, to myself and for other females and 
African Americans to follow, that I’m not going to fail. I'm going to do 
whatever I have to do to make sure I’m a success. Now then I could evaluate 
whether race intervened. If I know I’m doing the job that needs to be done and 
people are still hounding me about things that have nothing to do with the job, 
then I know that race is involved or the gender. 
Angela familiarly responded,  

Again, because I’m in this position, for me, I see that it was a positive, that 
people know what they’ve always had and they know what they’ve always 
gotten and as we ratchet up the expectations for the position, but you have to 
have people that are willing to take a risk and take a chance. I do believe that 
the board looked at me and said, we think she can do the job and that they 
were willing to take that risk and they have not been disappointed. It has been 
such a tremendous message to not only this community but across the state 
that gee, there are capable people in every category. And if we don’t search 
every category for capable people, we are going to miss out on good things.  
When asked for the participants to give an example of a time when she felt 

that she was treated differently as a superintendent because of her gender, Diane did 

not hesitate to explain that because this is a “White male-dominated profession.” 

Whenever she is at meetings with superintendents, at state meetings or national 

meetings, where she is on a committee, the vast majority or all of the people in the 

room are men.  

They tend to know how to go and find the good-old-boy networks. You feel 
like you are there as a loner, that you don’t have anybody that you can go up 
to and talk to and network with, so you feel estranged and sort of alone. You 
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manage to persevere in these particular situations as you develop some skills 
to be more assertive yourself. Other times you just accept that is the reality 
and it shouldn’t bother you as much. It’s one I’ve struggled with a lot because 
I’m not one, I can’t work a crowd as people say. Those people who can work 
a crowd don’t have this as a problem. But I’ve learned how to be more 
assertive and sort of go up and talk to people myself, especially if there is a 
friendly face, somebody I have sat beside. That’s one for sort of the gender 
issue.  
Diane referred to the race issue again as she compared how her gender and 

race have caused her to be treated differently as a superintendent.  

For the race issue what happens and continues to happen is that I don’t 
think….Black, African Americans can make comments in a setting that is 
predominantly White as our comments are negated, yet a White person will 
come back and rephrase what you have already said and all of the sudden that 
becomes the greatest thing that was ever said and it becomes the direction that 
the discussion goes. That has happened to me many, many times. And it still 
happens. I’ve learned how not to sit back and let it happen. When I feel 
confident enough, because what happens is it sort of begins to work on your 
confidence. You begin to wonder was I unclear in how I said it? Did I not 
make sense? And so you start beating up on yourself and taking it personally 
and then you withdraw from making your voice known in these settings, 
which is a bad thing. You really have to pump yourself up to say, no, it’s not 
about my inadequacies, it really is about them, it’s their problem, it wasn’t my 
problem. So I talked about this a lot to colleagues that both gender and race 
continues to happen.  
Diane painfully recalled her daughter’s experiences preparing for college and 

the process of choosing a college to attend.  

My daughter spent a semester at Harvard. She was a full-time student at 
Spelman but I think, wanted to reconcile that she made the right decision to 
turn down Stanford, Princeton and Yale to go to Spelman. We’re glad she did. 
But in the back of her mind, the kids in her school, the White kids would say, 
how could you turn down Stanford? There were some that were very angry 
that she had gotten into Stanford and made comments like, you got into 
Stanford. …They needed a quota of Black kids to get in. 
What really hit home for Diane was when her daughter called her from 

Harvard to tell her that she was the only Black in some of her classes. As she spoke of 



98 
 

how she was being treated, flashbacks of how Diane had experienced being treated as 

though she were “invisible” came rushing back. 

She said, I will say something, I will make a comment and there will be 
complete silence or they will look at me with this sort of glazed over look. She 
said, then somebody will come back and say the same thing I said in a 
different way. She said, am I stupid? Did I not make sense? I had to really 
work with her so that her confidence didn’t go, while she was there. I had 
experienced the same thing. I said, sort of helped her through what she was 
dealing with. 
Diane also recalled being treated differently based on how she is dressed as 

well. She expressed that this had just happened to her that Saturday.  

This happened to me just Saturday. I went into, there’s a mall up here called 
Americana Mall and it’s really of the designer stores and all of that. I went 
into the Gucci store and I had on a sweat suit and tennis shoes. This guy 
behind the counter, first of all they didn’t come over to ask if they could help 
me at all. They were asking other people. Then it was like he didn’t want to 
even, he was impatient with me. I knew that was why. I’ve been in that store 
before and if I go in and I’m dressed from work or you have on a fur coat or 
something like that, they treat you in a whole different way. …dressed like I 
was, they had nothing to do, they thought I had wandered in off the street and 
made a mistake.  
She spoke of being thankful that her mother was a very good example for her 

and taught her by example since she was a young child about that kind of 

discrimination. She remembered a particular time when she went into a store when 

she was perhaps eight years old and her mother’s interactions with the saleswoman. 

Can I help you girls? Momma said there is only one girl here and I know she 
doesn’t have money to buy what it is you’re selling, so who are you looking to 
as your customer? I will never forget that. I thought, go Mom!  
Angela began by responding, 

Again, that one is a difficult one for me because as I stated before, I’ve always 
been a woman and I’ve always been Black. I can’t always tell you that I’ve 
been treated differently. I probably have been and perhaps would notice it or 
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would have, I’m very big about not giving away my power, not allowing other 
people to define who I’m going to be or define how I’m going to feel. You 
may have slapped me in the face with a remark but I hold onto, I will decide 
how I’m going to interpret that. I may just choose to not allow that to, I’ve 
heard people say, no insult intended. I’m not going to allow you to have the 
power over me to insult me. What are you talking about? You can say what 
you like. I know who I am and I’m not, you know, that’s not going to affect 
me. Or I have had people, now this was when I was younger, say, did that 
person hurt your feelings when they said that? I had to think back to what the 
remark was. Oh, okay. Well, you know, I didn’t get it if that’s what they were 
trying to do because I don’t know. I was on something else, so no, it didn’t 
hurt my feelings.  
Angela was quick to note that she cannot change who she is, her race or 

gender. She is comfortable with who she is and thinks that if others have a problem 

with her gender or race, that is their problem, not hers. Therefore, she focuses on the 

positives and commonalities. 

Thank goodness I know who I am and there are not a lot of people, there are 
some people that I reserve that right. My husband could, my kids could hurt 
my feelings. But other people, I’m sorry, they don’t have the power to hurt my 
feelings. So, uh, time when someone treated me different as a superintendent 
because of my gender. Again, I’ve only been in this job a year, year and a 
half, and I tell you I go out with a superintendent’s group of all White males 
in small rural districts. We come together, I sit down with them, hey, Jim, 
what’s going on? What are the farmers saying? And you know. I just want to 
know. Hey, we’re all superintendents. I see more commonalities than 
differences in terms of what we’re trying to accomplish. I don’t have any good 
examples. 
Barbara noted that she was always too busy to wonder if she was being treated 

any differently because of gender. She was new to the superintendency and therefore 

figured that she had a lot to learn and that perhaps those around her responded to her 

lack of experience as a superintendent, although she had lots of experience in other 

high ranking central office, administrative positions. She did admit, “Women are 
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treated differently because of their womanhood. That is an irrefutable fact. We learn 

that early and accept it, not that we like it, but we learn how to handle ourselves 

accordingly.” 

Carol was more direct as she responded to the question: 

Of course I am treated differently as a superintendent because of my gender 
and combined with the face that I am African American creates a 
extraordinarily heavy expectation of how I must be, based of the perception of 
others. I am expected to be quiet, and stay in my place. The problem is, I have 
never accepted that I had a place in which to stay. My parents taught all of us 
that we had value and worth and to be proud of who we were. They also told 
us that we would have to be smarter, work harder, because the world would 
judge us first by how we looked, which was Black, instead of what we knew. 
Knowing that, I understand the disparity in how I am treated differently and 
have learned how to deal with it. But I still do not like it! 
“It’s lonely” was the way Diane described what it is like for her as an African 

American female in a predominantly European American occupation.  

The job itself is a lonely position. When you don’t have a peer group that 
looks like you it makes it even harder because you don’t have or you don’t 
feel comfortable reaching out and networking and many times the people 
aren’t reaching out to you so therefore you don’t feel comfortable making the 
reach to them. It can work on your own psyche and begin to make you feel 
inadequate. On the other hand it can also empower you to make sure that the 
situation changes. I find myself sometimes saying, this is where I’m the only 
African American female among these 145 superintendents in this state. And 
I’m going to show that we can do this position as well as anybody else. 
Whether it makes any difference overall or not, but it sort of makes you feel 
better. Then I think it’s just a crying shame that in this day and time we have 
so few African American females in the superintendency, so it makes me 
angry.…I think Kentucky just hired its first African American superintendent 
this year. I think it’s a shame, here it is 2004 and a state is having its first 
African American female superintendent. 
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Determination and Courage 

 Although this second emergent theme is considerably shorter than the other 

themes, I believe its brevity is because of the personal nature of the interview 

questions. For instance, during the discussion of the importance of spirituality in one 

of the participant’s life, she responded that although she has a strong spiritual base, 

she does not talk about it much. This was mainly because of the separation of school 

and state and the diversity of the various spiritual beliefs, or lack thereof, of those 

who live and participate in the district community. Similarly, the discussion about the 

most important personal influences in the lives of each participant was generally 

equally personal and analogous.  

 This section involves the interminable strength and the profundity of 

confidence in each participant’s ability to do good works and thereby actively enlarge 

her territory in the search for social justice, thus referred to as their determination and 

courage. As such, the four African American female superintendents were asked 

questions revolving around the following three subtopics: (a) most important personal 

influences, (b) most important professional influences, and (c) the importance of 

spirituality in their lives. 

 Most important personal influences. Dr. Angela Adams referred to her most 

important personal influences as “faith, relationship with loved ones, my parents, 

spouse, kids, and good health. I must say that if a member of my family was ill, I 

would leave this position in a heartbeat to care for the ill member of my family.” as 

her most important personal influences. Invariably, Dr. Barbara Brown added that her 
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parents were the great influence in her life because they did not have much but were 

committed to their children getting a good education.  

We didn’t have much at all so when people tell me about poverty, I don’t want 
to hear it because I guess it takes a spiritual life and they made us go to 
church. They did not accept poor grades from us. Always were interested in 
what we were doing. Seven children in my family so my mom didn’t work 
and my father worked two eight hour jobs. He didn’t care how long we stayed 
in school…just as long as we were going to school he would support us. Of 
course we got jobs as quickly as we could to help out but I was able to stay, 
go from teacher’s college to Howard and do my master’s. I did it in one year 
because I didn’t want to, you know, to have that burden on him longer. 
Although, I paid my way, I also needed to help the family. And so strong 
parents committed to education, who believed in the value of public 
education, were a tremendous influence. 

 
Dr. Carol Carter also responded that she considered her family, her religious 

beliefs and values, and close friends as the most important personal influences in her 

life. Carol vividly recalled her parents raising her to understand that “character was 

something that you had to build.” She stressed that she came from a strong family 

background with a preacher for a father and a teacher for a mother. “My parents 

helped make me who I am today. As the oldest of six children, education was 

important in the family.” Dr. Carter stressed that she considers her family, her 

religious beliefs and values, and close friends to be the most important influences in 

her personal life. She considered her mentors, doctoral cohort members, and friends 

who are superintendents or assistant superintendents to be her most important 

professional influences. 
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Dr. Diane Davis also agreed that her family was also the most important 

personal influences in her life. She recalled the wonderful times she spent with her 

grandmother:  

I don’t think I could have achieved what I have in terms of education 
administration leadership without my husband who shared responsibilities of 
the rearing of our two kids and was always, and has always been there as a 
support for me. My mother, who I could go pick up and bring her, after she 
retired, to stay with the kids when that needed to happen. I don’t’ feel like I 
ever neglected my kids. It was not always easy to balance it but they were 
always provided for. I often tell them now that they were with one or the other 
parent, and both of us had busy careers, but it was one or the other of us all the 
time when they were growing up. Or, if they weren’t with us, it was Grandma 
who would come to stay with them for a little while.  
 
These four African American female superintendents they agreed that they 

must have the ability to resolve counter-expectations between their role as wife and 

mother and as a superintendent in order to maintain important personal influences. 

Additionally, the women who look like them are not the traditional matrix of what 

American considers the superintendent to be. Thus, prior to answering the question 

regarding how she resolves counter-expectations between her role as a wife and 

mother and as a superintendent, Dr. Adams told the following real-life story: 

I think that’s something that we in this country are becoming better at in terms 
of expectations perhaps for women and family and men and family. But you 
know it is so interesting. I have this guy, he was an attorney and in his office, 
and he told this story. He was going through a divorce and as such, every day 
he left the firm at 3:00p.m. to pick up his kids because that was his 
responsibility. He and his wife were divorcing and it was very difficult for 
everyone, very difficult for the kids. The law office knew that he was trying to 
get through this. This was the thing he did to help everybody transition. There 
was so much support and they talked about, isn’t Bill wonderful, look at the 
father he’s being. There was a woman lawyer there who didn’t pick up her 
kids every day but there were times when her husband couldn’t pick up the 
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kids and she had to go. And you know what they said about her? She wasn’t 
serious about her career.  
 
Therefore, this experience helped Dr. Adams, who has three grown children, 

become more aware of the double standard for women in executive leadership roles. 

So I have been aware of that throughout my career and of course my way to 
deal with all that is to over-compensate. By golly I’m going to be…so I had 
this family and they knew what I was doing. So they would say hey, you are 
breaking down barriers, so yes, we know you have to show this.  You go we’ll 
take care of this. I had a group of people saying, we know exactly what you 
are trying to do. So I had to put my family over here and have a husband that 
was always saying, okay, I’ve got them. …okay, I’ll run get her. She can stay 
at my office. So I had this support system over there because the last thing I 
was going to say was, excuse me I have to leave. So I did overcompensate. I 
think about that today. I know I shortchanged my family sometimes and yet I 
had the greatest letter from my son the other day….mom, I always felt you put 
us first. You never put your job first, you always put us first. I was thinking, 
I’m so glad you feel that way. There were times that I know I wasn’t there.  I 
missed my youngest daughter’s first prom. She said, mom, you go and we’ll 
take pictures, and Dad and I are both going to be there. So they were always 
kind of okay with it and I made it through. Yeah, you know, I was dealing 
with all that. Of course right now I’m doing this job ….I couldn’t have done it 
had my family been ill or needed me. They were pretty strong and they could 
make it so I could go do this. You can’t do it alone, I can tell you that. If you 
don’t have a strong support system you just won’t get it done. I think we are 
changing as Americans in terms of our expectations. I’m so pleased now to 
hear guys talk about, or at church, I see all the young husbands carrying the 
kids and going out to change their diaper. I have a daughter who is married 
and has a child and Will is there for Mikayla and he’s taking care of Carl and 
when Aryn goes out on Saturdays to meetings, Will has the baby and he’s 
doing okay.  I think we’re changing our perspective in terms of what we 
expect from women and what we expect from men. 

 
Dr. Carol Carter admitted, “It’s hard keeping everything together. I am 

learning late that this job has its place in my life and is not all of my life.” Likewise, 

Dr. Diane Davis noted that her first priority was to be a wife and mother. 

I wasn’t willing to compromise that for the job. Then it became how can those 
roles coexist. Are they able to co-exist. One is that I, my husband and I 
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actually talked about it and in every job that I’ve taken, we talked about what 
does this mean for our family. Are we going to be able to maintain our strong 
family bond and culture and values if I take this one. If there is shared work, 
how will that occur? That kind of conversation happened every time. Then I 
think it was important to me to continue that sort of traditional role as wife 
and mother, so I cooked. When the board, in one district the board meeting 
started at 7:30p.m. and I would leave the office and I would prepare dinner 
and we would have dinner together. He would get the kids ready for bed and I 
would go back to the board meeting. I always felt an obligation, my family, I 
needed, bills and maintain the house.  We had help. We would get help when 
we needed it. But I didn’t want them to just see me as somebody who was 
running in doing my professional work and going on. So that kind of 
traditional role of wife and mother was very important for me to maintain. I 
could do it because I had a very supportive family structure, husband and 
extended family structure. 
 

This type of modeling Diane stated, gives confidence to other women who would 

aspire to the superintendency but have families. She provided one incident 

demonstrating why it is important to have personal influences in one’s life as a 

superintendent. Additionally, this incident also shows how she and her husband 

worked together to show that an African American woman can have a position 

outside the home that may be considered a non-traditional role. 

I talk to women, that is usually one of the stumbling blocks for most young 
women where they say that I don’t see how I can be a superintendent and 
manage all this. I was 37 years old, I think I was 36 and then became 37 a 
couple of months later, when I became a superintendent. Jamesa, my child, 
was three years old. My son was, he was 11 years old when I became the 
superintendent. So I had very young children and I didn’t let them at all in the 
process, but you do have to have a very strong support structure to actually do 
it. I, when, my kids were very active in athletics and other things. As I said 
before, I would schedule their activities on my work calendar so that, I would 
say to my secretary these are not to be compromised. If somebody calls you 
and tells you that they want me to speak at this place or that place, if I have a 
ballgame on there, I’m going to the ball game. I told the schools in my last 
district, they had 29 high schools, so we were large enough to have our own 
sports, we played each other. So you really didn’t have to play any other 
schools outside of the district. So therefore, your daughter is playing at one of 
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the schools, you as a parent are at that, cheering against one of your own 
schools. I would say to the coaches, I would go and say, look, I am here as a 
parent tonight so when you see me jumping up in the stands ….it is because 
I’m not the superintendent. They would laugh. They would tease me if the 
school lost. It was a good relationship but it was really a way for our daughter 
to know that we were there and always supporting her. I think one of the 
things that probably hurt me more than anything else was I, she was on the 
homecoming court for the homecoming queen and I had to have a meeting in 
New York and decided that I would go to the meeting but I worked out with 
my husband that he would be there when the court came in and she was 
announced and all that. We worked that through. He got there late. So when 
her name was called there was no, neither of us was there. One of the teachers 
who lived up the street who taught Jennifer, she said, we stood up. We know 
that you would have been here if you could so we stood up. That was, I will 
never ever forget that. I was so hurt and upset that she was at something that 
was so important to her and neither was there. She said it, I cried. My husband 
is just as busy at times and he was doing something and didn’t get there at the 
time he needed to get there. From that day forward, if it was something 
important for her, I’m not going to New York, California, whatever.  

These things stay with kids. Our other daughter has not forgotten that 
neither of us was there when she was in tenth grade and she was a member of 
the homecoming court and neither parent was there to see her recognized. So, 
I think you can manage much, it’s hard to do it, but I think you can manage it 
and I think people use it as an excuse not to consider women, females, in the 
superintendency role and then we use it to limit ourselves and not think about 
how we can accommodate the different roles that we have to play, or how we 
can manage the different roles. 

 
Barbara’s eagerness to learn every aspect of public education was evident as 

she told the story of her matriculation from middle school to high school and finally 

to elementary school as she shared with me her plan to retire and spend more time 

with her grandchildren, who were a part of her circle of personal influences. She was 

always ready to take on new opportunities to use her abilities to “motivate and help 

folks solve problems and be successful.” She vividly noted that the superintendency 

proved to be a 24/7 job and decided that she “just couldn’t give it what I had been 

able to give the position for the first two terms.” Therefore, she devised a five-year 
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plan, which was in progress when she told the president of the school board that she 

was “burning out.” “I took a leave of absence and began consulting, thus the birth of 

The Council for Excellence.” She explained that my visit was perfectly timed, 

because she was planning on actually retiring so that she could spend more time with 

her family. She had devised a succession plan to include training her successor. She 

spoke of her strong belief that school districts, like businesses, must have a 

succession plan so that others are “ready to fill our shoes,” which she did for three 

years in a coaching manner.  

Barbara smiled as she talked about other people who composed her personal 

influences. She shared why her parents were the greatest influences in her life. 

Although they did not have much, they were committed to their children getting a 

good education. She relayed that her parents maintained a spiritual life and made 

them go to church. They did not accept poor grades from any of their six children. Dr. 

Brown was able to continue in graduate school after she completed her bachelor’s 

degree. She explained that what she wanted to give a school system and children was 

the joy of learning, the excitement, and fun. It should be enjoyable. 

 All four participants agreed that it is crucial to have personal and 

professional influences. The next section contains examples of the importance of 

professional influences. 

 Most important professional influences. As the interviews turned to questions 

delving into the most important professional influences in the lives of the participants, 

common threads continued to be more evident regarding the most important 
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professional influences of the participants. Angela shared that gaining additional 

knowledge and skills by pursuing her doctorate was the most important professional 

influence in her life. “The program had both positive and negative attributes. My 

studies provided rich information and wonderful experiences of the preparation 

opportunities.” 

Barbara confided that she had many important professional influences as she 

explained, 

That’s a little difficult for me to answer because I was so personally focused. 
If anybody got in my way, I mean, you know, I learned early to develop 
strategies to get things done.  You know, personal influences, teachers who 
were particularly good at their subjects and very effective teachers. A English 
teacher in Florida by the name of Susan Jacobs, was just the perfect role 
model for teaching. Dressed appropriately yet at that time teachers couldn’t 
get graduate degrees, if they lived in the South they had to go North. She had 
her master’s from Northern University and just was delightful as a teacher role 
model. Then in teacher’s college a professor, Bonnie Robinson, and a 
geography teacher, Dr. Allen both were just excellent… patient with us but 
high expectations. And then in graduate school it was Dr. John Lang, you 
might have heard of him, an old historian, African American historian, 
excellent. He graduated from Morehouse College at 16 and lectured and 
expected you to take the lecture down verbatim. He gave great attention to 
your writing style. I had wonderful teachers. Then the network of people 
helped in administration. When I got to be a superintendent, Carl Riley would 
call periodically to see how I was doing or if I had a problem. I could call him 
and talk it through. Corinne Rayson, Minnesota superintendent, very good 
friends with each other and talked through issues along with Thelma Smith. 
Thelma moved into consulting and developed a consulting group before I did 
and I didn’t know exactly how you would put together such a group so I 
called Thelma up and some business colleague of hers had shared with her 
how to develop a business plan. She sent me her business plan and told me to 
use what I could. I just don’t think people who are that giving nowadays. So 
that’s how I was able to move fairly rapidly and put together a consulting 
firm. So those are the key people.  
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Carol talked at length about why she considered her mentors to be her most important 

professional influences.  

My mentors, cohort members from the Penn State School of Cooperative 
Superintendency Program at the University, and friends who are superintendents or 
assistant superintendents. We would get together and have fun talking the talk. Several 
of them came to spend a week each with me to put me on the fast track to understanding 
school finance, personnel issues, formulate a formal entry plan, etc. They saved my life. 
I was not ready to be a superintendent in four short months. It all just fell into my lap 
and I was expected to handle things successfully. Next would be research and practice. 
We spent six months with mentor superintendents working on a project. This gave me 
lots of experience. I worked in Washington as Deputy of Superintendent of Student 
Achievement.   

 
Diane also noted that a couple of mentors and other people who “believed in me and 

pushed me along the way” were her most professional influences. Diane quietly 

discussed that her family is the most important influence and support in her personal 

life. Her husband shared in all the chores and care of their two children, which was 

“not always balanced” because of her busy schedule. Her mother also was a solid 

influence in her life.  

 The importance of spirituality. The importance of spirituality in the lives of 

the four African American female superintendent participants became a crucial point 

of discussion mainly because of the strong sense of peace and calmness of these 

women in seeking to understand the importance in their belief of a higher power. This 

type of spiritual belief is usually found in the African American culture and produced 

a mixture of responses as we sought to discover if, indeed, spirituality played any part 

in their leadership behavior or leadership style. 

Dr. Angela Adams specifically responded as follows: 
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Yeah, tremendously, it is the core of what I do. However, it is not something 
that I talk about on a regular basis because I feel as the leader of this 
organization I need to respect that there is a great deal of diversity in this 
district, everything from believers similar to myself to people that perhaps are 
atheist, agnostic, or have totally different beliefs and orientation. The bottom 
line is that we all have to work together. My challenge is to lead without 
alienating groups of people. That is not fair, that is not right, in my opinion, 
for me to impose my views on them. I would not want that done to myself. 
But for me personally, my faith gets me through all of this but it’s not 
something that I need to, I guess what I’m saying is I don’t wear it on my 
sleeve. And I don’t think you should. I am fortunate to have it because it 
certainly assists me in everything that I do.  

 
Dr. Barbara Brown openly added,  

Spirituality, frankly I encourage all the folks who work with me to give 
attention to their spiritual lives and religion has always been important to me. 
I think it gets you through the tough spaces and I’m from the, I’m not, well, I 
don’t think that we need to try to prescribe a particular religious group or 
religion to anybody, but whatever they can connect to will hold them in good 
stand…and so I was just really concerned in this election that one religious 
group could feel that it could dictate and I think that we should respect 
people’s religions and support them in it. But I think we are going from being 
understanding to becoming narrow again….I’ve got grandchildren four years 
old and I get a little leery, but we take them to church. My son calls, you’re 
going? My mind is going to be split between them and the sermon, but they 
are getting used to going and it’s important for them to grow up recognizing 
that on Sunday or, that there is a higher being and they need to develop in that 
way. 

 
Dr. Carol Carter disclosed why she considers spirituality to be “absolutely” 

important in her life. 

I grew up in the church and come from a family of preachers. I believe there is a higher 
being than me. God is important in my life. I could not do this job without a sense of 
what’s right if I was not spiritual and did not believe in God. Finally, my spiritual 
beliefs. I have ten ministers in my family so I grew up in the church. I was taught to do 
the right thing, be equitable, finding the good in people, and believing in the Golden 
Rule. My parents were strong influences in my life along with my family and church. 
The poem From Mother to Son by Paul Dunbar was the essence of my life. I have quite 
an extended family—friends, beliefs, and environment all contributes to the important 
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influences in my life. God, church, and family (in that order) is the way I was raised and 
developed my value system. 
 
Dr. Diane Davis voiced that spirituality is “very much so” important in her 

daily life:  

I'm a very strong Christian and I don't think I would, I know I would not have 
been able to do the work if I didn't have an abiding faith in God and use that 
as my anchor. I believe that because of that it causes you to be sort of.... 
respect of people, valuing people. Sometimes ...overworked....I agonize over 
just missing....firing people....It's not that I don't do it, but it's an agony for me. 
For some people, folks will say, cut your losses, why are you agonizing over 
this? But, I really think it's because of my spirituality that causes that. 

 
Thus, because of the significance of each participants’ personal and professional 

influences, along with the importance of spirituality in their lives, engendered the 

third emergent theme of their sense of compassion for children and others. 

 
Sense of Compassion for Children and Others 

 This third emergent theme of the four African American female 

superintendents’ sense of compassion for children and others grew from questions 

that produced the following subtopics: developing professional practice for students’ 

academic improvement; and building a philosophy of leadership. Infused in this 

section is that the four women understand that in order to do their job well, they must 

be risk takers, which includes improved student academic performance. I wanted to 

start this section by discussing being risk-takers because of their compassion for 

children and others: Anytime a person stands up for good things for children, risks are 

perhaps present. For instance, Dr. Angela Adams said, 
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Well, I think in these positions anyone that is in these positions or aspires to 
be is in fact a risk taker. You are risking the opportunity to fail and what 
everyone needs to understand is that leadership is dangerous. It’s very 
dangerous because you are proposing that, will cause people to have to give 
up, or you will have them outside of their comfort zone. And many people 
will resist that, they will resist it overtly. They will resist it covertly and you 
can find yourself in a situation before you know it, your whole life is changing 
because of things that you don’t know that are going on out of your realm of 
awareness. So because you are challenging people to change, certainly in 
constructive ways, you are putting yourself at risk. If you don’t know that, you 
are certainly going to be in for an awakening. So you are a risk taker. I’m not 
sure that I’m innately a risk taker, no. I’m a very careful and cautious person. 
I, each move, each step, in my opinion, I do very strategically. I have come to 
a point where I believe this work is so important that it is worth my risking 
myself to an extent. I’m not willing to risk my family but it’s worth me taking 
some risk to get some things done. And then of course having the support 
system, a strong family, a strong husband, I knew I could fail. I could fall flat 
and there is going to be someone there behind me. I wasn’t a single mom that 
had I fallen flat, my kids are not going to eat next week because I’m out of a 
job. So you know, I had some support systems built in that allow me to take a 
calculated risk and still be okay. And if I can do that and help a school district, 
that is tremendous.  

 
Although Angela was superintendent of a district with above average student 

achievement scores, she was determined to help the students do better because she 

knew they could improve. 

Dr. Barbara Brown responded YES (in all caps), that she has always been a 

risk-taker. Dr. Carol Carter agreed that she is “absolutely” a risk-taker because it goes 

with the job. She explained, 

I lost two jobs because I did the right things for the children, although I had 
other choices. I used this time to take time off and pursue my doctorate 
degree. Somehow this opened the door for better positions so it was not career 
ending. We can never be afraid to do the right things for kids. I was made 
principal of a school I was to lead creating—a sixth grade center. This was 
risky because I had to be thorough and plan for success because if I did not, 
the school would be a failure and I would be a failure as well. I do not accept 
that I was created to be a failure, therefore, everything I do is with the thought 
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of what is best for all children after studying all the data and research I can 
gather and speaking with all the people to be affected by that decision. 

 
Dr. Diane Davis added that yes, she would think that she is a risk-taker 

because of the following,  

I think in both superintendencies I took on major restructuring and redesign 
initiatives that at the time were risky. In my first superintendency district we 
were doing school based decision making before school based decision 
making became sort of the thing talked about in school change and in my 
second and last superintendency it was a very risky endeavor to redesign all 
the schools or have all schools redesign themselves using external partners or 
their own homegrown design projects over a three or four year period. It was 
not the status quo. And I think risk, I think about it in terms of my own 
professional career it's risky to leave the confines of a school district of 6000 
students, college town and go to a district which at that time had about 110 
thousand students, which grew to 120 thousand and an urban district, then to 
leave that urban district and go to New York to take on a whole different 
challenge in my career. So those were, those examples.... 

 
The participants further discussed how everything they did in the area of 

taking risks was to help students, teachers, and the entire district community 

understand that the needs of all children must be kept first, which meant that the 

strategic plans must be based on the needs of children. Additionally they were willing 

to go the extra mile and tackled challenges that were often common in districts where 

African Americans are assigned to be superintendent. Hence, developing professional 

practice for students; academic improvement was critical to the participants. 

 Developing professional practice for students’ academic improvement. When 

the participants were asked to recall their most memorable accomplishments as a 

superintendent, their list of accomplishments were astounding. Beginning with 

Angela, 
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I developed a process for budget development, policy issues (BOE), and 
administrators’ staff development…principal one to three sessions over four 
months…three positives with the BOE as a definite plus, being accessible to 
the community, BOE supported a $2,000 raise for teachers with a most 
receiving $4,000-$5,000 believing that more money needed to go to the 
teachers….. budget solutions 

 
A few of Barbara’s most memorable accomplishments were improvement of student 

academic performance and improved staff development which improved the teachers’ 

ability to effective delivery instruction to all students. 

Carol also highlighted, “When all groups of children achieve academically 

and the district is left in better shape than when I became superintendent is always 

memorable for me in the way of accomplishment.” Diane noted,  

When the major focus is on all children and on student achievement as a work 
of the district and getting everybody in the district to understand that was what 
we were all about. And both districts, I was able to accomplish that. In my 
first smaller suburban district where you had a very bimodal distribution, I 
was able to, early on….disaggregating data. I disaggregated to show them the 
district was in ….we had an unequal, an unjust distribution within this very 
high achieving district and to say this is not acceptable. It was the community 
that had not realized that was the case and embrace the notion that we don’t 
want to be this kind of community. So from there we started planning for how 
our most vulnerable or underserved, underachieving kids could actually be 
supported so that they, now they call it closing the achievement gap. At that 
particular point it was to see that these kids were getting the same education as 
the others. I took that same philosophy….even though you didn’t have that 
kind of bimodal distribution, most of the kids were poor African American 
students. I said to all of the principals that we, our success is determined by 
the success of these kids. If they are not able to graduate from high school 
ready for college and that we see that as a 13 year process with every level 
making it’s contribution to that ultimate outcome and holding ourselves 
accountable, then we shouldn’t be drawing a paycheck. That, I think was the, 
sort of the bigger accomplishment was to hear people talk about and to 
embrace that and take that on. They may not have always, they may not know 
how to always do it but to accept that is what they have to do. Either way the 
kids are going to have an impact one way or another…..whether they are 
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….affluent, high achieving school or whether they are other people’s children 
and in the poor neighborhoods. They all impact us one way or the other. 

 
The participants explained their successes as an African American female 

superintendent rather simply, yet explicitly. Angela simply responded, “I was in the 

right place at the right time with the right credentials, commitment, luck, hard work, 

training, and a supportive family.” 

Barbara explained that her strong work ethic was important to her successes 

and working with talented people. She is also thankful for all of her mentors who saw 

something in her and pushed her into the superintendency and all the other 

educational endeavors she has been fortunate to have experienced to help children on 

a broader scale. 

Carol reminiscenced,  

I stand on the shoulders of other people like Joannie Elliott and other mentors 
who helped me continuously. My family and the way I was raised, mentors, 
supporters, combinations of people from all walks of life. My professionally, 
my vision is clear. I am very passionate about what I do and am lucky to be 
able to effectively articulate the vision and mission if the district. 

 
Diane recalled,  

I think one is my hard work and work ethic. That is probably….I think that 
was probably the first one is sort of determined to do what has to be done and 
if I’m accepting a position, so, I’ve learned how to work with not a lot of sleep 
and if I have a project to finish, to take pride in completing it and completing 
it well. So probably that’s a part of it. Then as I mentioned before is my 
support, family that encouraged and supported me in every move that I made. 
My mom was a teacher. I remember my dad, my father died many years ago 
and he at the time he was very ill. I was an elementary principal. My brother 
was teaching at Columbia and my dad was….we went into his room and the 
doctor said, who’s the principal and who’s the doctor? That was sort of the 
encouragement, he was so proud of us and he wanted us to, he always said 
that there’s no limit to what you can do. I think it’s sort of that family value 
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structure and support system that sort of helps. But a lot of it was internal. I 
couldn’t accept myself at failure. 

 
The participants explained that there was no typical workday. For example, 

Angela noted, 

Everyday is different…meetings with parents…Monday mornings staff 
meetings discussing strategic initiatives, professional development sessions 
(one day), school data….research development and assessment department. 
 

Barbara agreed with Angela that there are no typical workdays for the superintendent. 

As a matter of fact, she shared that the variety of the position was one of the sources 

of her love for the job along with the interpersonal relationships with the people, 

especially the children. Carol also mentioned that it depends on the day:  

My day usually begins at 8:00 a.m. and ends around 9:00p.m. with 14- to 16-
hour days. Weekends are usually social functions related to work. I have 
monthly meetings with teachers (two hour - teacher roundtable), principals, 
and parents. Mondays are reserved for in-house roundtables with central 
office staff. I naturally delegate. Staff members know that if my door is open, 
it OK to talk with me because I am available. I have standard operating 
procedures which are understood by everyone in the district. I delegate a lot 
depending on the task. Fortunately most of my staff has been with me for five 
years, which makes it easier. If I hover over someone that would be because 
of a lack of that person ability to get the job done satisfactorily. Our staff 
tends to work toward collective outcomes. They all help each other.  

 
Diane responded accordingly in terms of a typical work day: 

 
I’m not sure any day was typical. It was always something different. Every 
week, maybe the way to talk about it, every week I made sure that there was 
scheduled on my calendar visits to schools. I would say to my secretary you 
just put the visits on there based upon where, I want to do at different times. 
I’m not going to call the schools. Nobody knows I’m coming. So if it’s on the 
calendar it’s my calendar. If I don’t show up nobody is disappointed. Plus I 
wanted to see schools in their natural habitat, without their preparing for my 
visit. That was an important part of the, to make sure that I spent time every 
week and ….in schools. I had, talked about my administrative structure. Once 
a week I met with my seven directors, executive leadership staff. So that was a 
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half a day one day, once a week. Once a month for a half a day I met with the 
cluster leaders which was the executive staff and the cluster leaders. I talked 
about these teacher meetings that I had once a month. So a lot of my time was 
actually spent with people, with the people in the organization. A lot of 
community events to attend…partially scheduled to communicate with the 
community around the work that we were doing. Some of it was speaking 
engagements… did a lot of speaking engagements, tons of them, churches, 
community groups. I ended up doing so much of that, much more of that in 
the urban district, for the first two or three years I probably did half the 
churches. That was important so people got a chance to know me. An open 
door policy so that people felt like I was accessible. I really said that to my 
staff, my office staff. I said I don’t want people to feel like they are shut off. 
It’s a big district, I can’t see everybody, but I had all staff meetings, what we 
called all staff meetings, everybody who worked in the central role, four times 
a year, where they would all come in. Part of it was celebrations but another 
part of it was to keep them apprised of where we were in terms of the strategic 
plan. They so much appreciated that, mainly because many of them were 
parents in the district. So this was my way, always keeping them informed as 
staff people but they came back to me and said this has been so helpful 
because what you are also doing is keeping me informed as a parent of what is 
going on. I guess as I think about it, a lot of time was spent with different 
people for different purposes. They paperwork got done in the evenings when 
I got home at 10:00 and 11:00. The board consumed a lot of the time. The 
board met at least twice a month, often three times a month. During budget 
season maybe four times a month. So you’re planning for the next board 
meeting always. You are debriefing your community. That consumed a 
considerable amount of time. Then we were meeting with, we talked with 
individual board members around issues they were bringing, that’s a major 
chunk of time. The delegation piece, as I mentioned, I organized the district, 
there were four, seven divisions. So all of the work of the organization would 
fall under, like the business operations, communications, school redesign and 
professional development. Then there was research data and standards and 
something like that was another division. So all of the, then there was student 
support services. So the district is managed through these different assistant 
superintendents or executive directors over these particular areas. 
 
Diane also explained that this type of organizational structure left her free to 

handle all the other interactions that she were doing and still be able to guide these 

seven divisions. She further explained, 
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Because usually most organizations will have a much bigger executive 
structure, an assistant superintendent for 25 different things. Therefore a lot of 
our time is spent trying to manage all of these people. I felt like my 
monitoring was with these seven folks that I was meeting with on a weekly 
basis. Scheduling meetings, attending district events, yes, I spent tons of time 
during the day as well as in the evenings attending district events. I also made, 
my daughter was a student in the district at the time I was superintendent and 
was very involved, an athlete…so I also made sure that I didn’t neglect the 
things that she was involved with. They got scheduled on my calendar just 
like anything else. If she had a game it was on there and I went.  
 
The participants were asked about when making an important decision that 

would affect staff members and/or students in a controversial matter, what guided 

their decision-making process? Angela noted that she looks at and considers all the 

following forms of data: “gathers information….historical context…contingency…. 

belong to public…best interest of all students…adequate information to make 

decisions….confident people.” Barbara echoed the same types of decision-making 

process as Angela. She noted that she really liked having parents, students, staff 

member, community members, and business people involved in the decisions of the 

school district. This helped to not only help with ownership of the district.  

Carol contributed that she uses data and provides as much information as 

possible.  

I want to know—what’s the problem; impact for people who will be touched 
by the problem and solution; and the fit of in the overall structure and 
whatever. So, I want to define the problem, use data, get input, and find the 
best solution. 

 
Diane explained her thought process for this area:  

One is you are always thinking about the person who is affected. But then that 
has to be tempered with what are the rules and regulations of the district so 
that the handling of a particular case is fair and equitable. So it’s sort of 
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fairness and equity that would drive the decision making process. The fairness 
and equity are in the context of district policies. 

 
The participants were asked to explain how they determining what staff 

members match the needs of the district as the executive leader of the district. Dr. 

Angela Adams particularly emphasized the importance of a book she had studied, 

From Good to Great: “having the right people on the right bus is the most 

critical…sense of mission…allocating lots of time before hanging staff and teaching 

if not in the right seats/positions.” 

Dr. Barbara Brown also strongly advocated having the best people possible in 

positions that would better utilize their skills for the organization. Additionally, Dr. 

Carol Carter stipulated that she considers “a variety of things, such as looking for 

people who are smarter and I am and have skills I do not have, people who adds to 

the skills we need, and have particular skill sets.” Dr. Diane Davis succinctly 

responded,  

The staff you need is determined by the roles, by the goals and the objectives, 
the strategic direction that the district is going then what kind of staffing do 
you need to pull that out. Then the individuals will have to fit whether they 
meet the profile of what you need. 

 
Each of the participants was asked to describe a successful district. Angela 

described a successful district as one 

where all students are challenged to a level of their potential; students, 
parents, and teachers are happy and all their needs are met; there is an 
atmosphere of faith, trust, support…..student are achieving at a high level. 

 



120 
 

Barbara offered the same description as Angela as to her description of a successful 

district. Carol explained that achievement of all students is an indicator of a 

successful district: 

Successful districts have steady programs for student achievement, systems in 
place to support programs, all groups of student are achieving, and systemic 
infrastructure in place to support the vision and mission of the district. 

 
Diane described a successful district in terms of the district’s primary purpose:  

I think the key is one in which the primary purpose of the district is for student 
learning. And beyond that is the environment that supports student in their 
learning so it’s not just all driven by the bottom line. It’s how people are 
treated, how students are treated in reaching those outcomes. I think it’s a 
district where teachers feel supported in their work and they take 
responsibility and accountability for the bottom line which is student 
achievement. It’s a district that is well managed from a business perspective in 
terms of finances and the other business operations of the district so that the 
business operations don’t consume the time that needs to be focused on the 
instructional component. 

 
The four African American female superintendents shared their opinion of 

what are the skills, attributes, and knowledge base most needed to advance and 

develop in their career as a superintendent in this country. 

Dr. Angela Adams responded that the development of consensus to focus on a 

goal was essential.  

Consensus builder…..budget and focus…initiatives and curriculum and 
instruction…walkthroughs and training (four-minute walkthroughs)… 
conferences with each principal…30 different answers...common use of 
technology…training…now teachers what…two weeks…student 
engagement…communication…learning environment…notation of any staff 
questions…various knowledge base which is research driven…the art of 
teaching versus the science of teaching. 
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Dr. Barbara Brown reported her strong belief that the skills she obtained as a 

counselor helped her greatly with her people skills, effective listening, and 

establishing efficient student support services. She also thought that hard work and 

dedication to the goals, vision, and mission of the district were invaluable attributes 

and skills to have as a superintendent. 

Dr. Carol Carter focused on 

dedication, clear vision, ability to articulate that vision, passion for the job, 
commitment, the ability to engage everybody, clear expectations, and the 
courage to effectively do what’s right for kids without fear of loosing your 
job. This is a 24/7 job. 
 
Additionally, Dr. Davis talked about the ability to work with people as crucial.  

I think you have to know how to work with people and through people to get 
the job done. So that’s the people aspect of it. But I think on the other is that 
you have to envision what it is that you want the district to look like, be like. 
And to know how to assess the reality against the vision and these are 
planning skills I guess. And then know how to create a plan, an operational 
plan that allows that vision to be realized. There is that planning process I 
think is a critical component, along with the people aspect which is sort of 
identifying and motivating the people to get the job done. 

 
Building a philosophy of leadership. It was crucial to ask the participants for 

their definition or philosophy of leadership. Angela responded, 

Leadership is the ability to identify a state of being that something that does 
not exist. It consists of modeling, courage, change, systems to help manage 
this…and understanding the change process. 
 

Barbara felt that the ability to articulate the vision was an important part of 

leadership.  

Leadership is the ability to articulate the vision and motivate people to join 
you in accomplishing it, a mission and a vision, and somehow get people to 
join you in trying to accomplish what you finally, you come to a consensus of 
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what you want to do, you need to do in order to achieve certain goals and 
objectives. Another concept of leadership that I have, you know you are 
focused and directed but you need to recognize that people let you lead. And 
sometimes you have to express gratitude to them for accepting your leadership 
and supporting it …The ability to get people to work with and for you. 

 
Carol emphasized, “Leadership is not a position, it’s a process. It is having the ability to 

motivate others to want to work with you toward a common goal/purpose/vision to inspire 

others and encourage the heart and is passionate.” Diane provided the closure for this question 

by focus on the definition of leadership. 

I’m not sure that I have one definition. I think leadership is situational for the 
most part. I think leaders often have visions of where they want an 
organization to go and then they are able to work with the people to embrace 
the vision or revise the vision if it’s consistent with what the leader expects 
and then to motivate the people to realize, to realize the vision. That gets to 
the part that I talked about earlier about being able to work with and through 
people to accomplish your vision and your goals. 

 
Angela described her leadership style as “a consensus builder because she has 

observed that using intimidation loses good people.” Barbara described her leadership 

style as participatory and people oriented. Carol noted that she did not have any 

particular leadership style.  

I suppose I use a combination of leadership styles because it is all situational 
depending on what is happening at the time. For instance, during a time of 
crisis I am direct and non-crisis times. I am collaborative. I prefer being a 
collaborative leader. 

 
Diana identified her leadership style as participatory:  

Other than it’s probably was actually bringing people, motivating people to 
work with me to get the work done. I think my greatest strength is the 
participatory style and recognizing the value and worth of people but also 
working to set expectations for people to support them in reaching those 
expectations. 
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The participants were asked their greatest strengths as a superintendent. 

Angela said her greatest strength, as a superintendent was her commitment to being a 

good listener. Barbara identified her greatest strengths as a superintendent as having 

the  

ability to lead and to organize for success, conceptualize and organize and 
then to measure the results. I think you, once you determine what you are 
going to do then you build into that plan how you are going to measure 
whether you did it or not. It’s a part of the planning.  
 

Carol contributed that she is decisive, visionary with the ability to see the forest and 

the trees. She is collaborative by nature, accessible, really not puffed up, and said, “I 

can meet people where they are (if working with parents, then I speak from my 

experiences as a parent; if working with teachers, I speak from my experiences as a 

teacher, and a principal, depending on the group I am addressing).” Diane thought 

that her ability to listen, accessibility, and follow-through were her greatest strengths 

as a superintendent.  

When the four African American female superintendent participants were 

asked to describe their relationship with superintendents of other ethnic groups and 

gender, each mentioned that she had a good relationship with all ethnic groups and 

genders, although she did not often see many superintendents who looked like her 

because of the isolation of the position.  

Dr. Angela Adams noted this about the other superintendents in her area: 

They are all different…..our northeast superintendent group is the largest in 
the state….the rest of the superintendents are in rural districts. We are the 
greatest buddies now. We all have something in common as superintendents. 
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Dr. Barbara Brown shares her wonderful experiences with other superintendents as 

follows: 

I had wonderful relationships with superintendents nationally. I think I’m 
pretty friendly and at the time that I was superintendent I assumed the title of 
Chief State School Officer, so I met with the State superintendents also. And 
some of them became my friends, like, Betty Caster who just ran for Senator 
from Florida, sent me a note asking for my support. I sent her back some 
money, but Betty was State Superintendent of Florida at the time and we 
became friends. The woman who was the State Superintendent of Arizona, 
she was here for the women’s conference and spoke. What was her name? 
Loads of friends and they still invite me to come to meetings and I have no 
trouble with folks of different ethnic groups as I’m on a number of 
committees and groups where often I’m the only African American and in 
some cases the only woman and frankly sometimes I think that if I didn’t look 
down at my hands I would not know that I’m the only person of a certain, of 
African American in the group. I just don’t let it get in the way of how I 
operate. And most of the programs that we institute we involve people of all 
ethnic groups. I will say this to you, when I was coming along beginning of 
the women’s movement people were concerned that if you did a panel and 
didn’t have a woman or an African American, somehow you were not 
sensitive. But nowadays people have gone back to the, to having panels 
without women, without African Americans, without Hispanics. I mentioned 
that I’m on the board of Blue Cross, Blue Shield organization called Care First 
and we, on the corporate nominating committees and we are looking for new 
board members. I made sure that a Hispanic, an African American were part 
of the new group of trustees coming. I’m getting to the age where I’m going to 
have to go off but I think a part of my job is to make sure that the diversity 
continues and that diversity is added. 

 
Dr. Carol Carter responded that she has “friends all over, various ethnic groups and 

both genders. I like people and like to have a good time with people, especially my 

friends and family.” Dr. Diane Davis further noted her relationship with 

superintendents of other ethnic groups and gender. 

Yeah, very much so. I mentioned yesterday I was a part of two networks of 
superintendents and out of those networks came some lasting friendships, 
personal and professional friendships, people that I could call upon. They 
spanned racial and ethnic groups and gender. Then there were also gender and 
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race groups that you get into from time to time to talk about things that are 
specific to female superintendents, often talk about the scarcity of other 
females and often talk about how we could create greater bonds among us but 
also how we could mentor others who were aspiring to be superintendents. I'm 
not sure we did a lot, we had lofty goals and aspirations but the work was 
often so overwhelming that we didn't get much done in-between talking about 
it which we did two or three times during the week. 

 
Diane openly shared her experiences and observations: 

Only because I think schools ought to reflect and the superintendency ought to 
reflect the same diversity that you find in the schools. With schools becoming 
filled with more kids of color I think it’s a travesty for the majority of the 
superintendents or vast majority of the superintendents to still be White. 
We’ve been so acculturated that the superintendent and the principal ought to 
be White that we don’t have confidence in our own people to do the job. I 
have had teachers to say . . . “We don’t want a female principal.” I actually 
got a petition once from a school where they signed and sent it to me, saying, 
“We want a male principal. We do not want a female principal.” So I went out 
to the school and I said, “Am I walking on a slippery slope as a female 
superintendent to come out here and talk to you?” They looked at me, like 
why was I saying this? I said, “I got your petition and so you are limiting the 
pool of applicants because you are saying you don’t even want to consider any 
females, however qualified.” I said, “Let’s talk about that. Tell me what it is 
that you think a male brings that a female couldn’t bring.” They actually told 
me that women make you work too hard.  

 
Diane spoke of her observations of witnessing how African American females along 

with women of other ethnic groups work harder for White male principals and 

superintendents because “he’s not doing anything.”  

So he divvies out all of his work, and they would just do whatever he said, 
without question. He says, “Cough.” They cough. But you, an African 
American female or any female for that matter, come through and try to treat 
them decently, then suddenly there’s a problem. So, YES (in all capital 
letters), the whole culture is one in which there is more respect given to male 
leaders than there is to female leaders. 
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Redefinition of Power and Authority by Developing Relationships 

 This fourth and final emergent theme based on the general research focus 

question was the redefinition of power and authority by developing relationships 

because the four African American female superintendents did not espouse to the 

traditional models of power within educational leadership positions, especially the 

superintendency. Yet, they strategically manage to establish a district environment 

whereby power is shared through the belief that all are equal and relationships are 

crucial for the effective functioning and survival of the organization, keeping student 

achievement as the most important goal. 

The importance of mentorship. One question regarding leadership and 

relationships was regarding the importance of mentoring other African American 

females who aspire or currently serve as superintendents. This question generated lots 

of reflective responses. Angela said that mentorship is critically important. “It’s just 

very important to me because you can’t aspire to what you don’t know, unless you are 

really, really way out there. You just will not even think of it if you don’t see the 

possibilities, in my opinion.” 

Barbara and Carol both agreed that mentoring is very important. Barbara said, 

“It is critical,” whereas Carol said, “Mentoring is very important. It is critical.” Diane 

had lots to say about the importance of mentoring other African American females: 

I think, I do believe it’s very important. One is to encourage those who aspire 
and to help them see that some of their misconceptions or some of their 
perceptions can be overcome if they really want to do the work. Then I think 
once other superintendents get into the superintendency, because it’s such a 
difficult and challenging position. It’s important for those of us who have 
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been the job to be there for them. It has now been successful. I think people 
are willing to talk to superintendents, to support individuals, but there hasn’t 
been a formal structure that has allowed that kind of mentoring to actually 
exist. I guess anybody who tries to start it….I don’t think …formal network of 
females, African American females. But it probably needs to be some kind of 
formal structure. I think all of us who have been in it would say it needs to be 
done, but nobody has had the time to actually do it. It would be a good project 
for a retired superintendent, perhaps somebody who is totally retired, not one 
….to pull something like that together. 
 
The participants also were asked, “Did you have a mentor or support network 

to help you in your superintendency? If so, how did she or he help you?” Angela said 

that she asked her previous superintendent to be her mentor or sponsor and he 

declined.  

He explained that I did not know him well enough to ask him to be my 
mentor. He said that to me a mentor means that I want to be like him. He did 
say, however, that he would be my contact person, which he did. My family 
provided a strong network of support. I could not have done this without my 
family’s support. 

 
Barbara responded, “Yes, mentorship is very important.” She spoke of her two 

professional mentors: They unquestionably were the most influential. She stressed 

that she contacted one of her graduate school professors, a former superintendent, 

when she became superintendent to connect theory and practice in a strategic-

thinking framework. He coached her and helped her talk through issues with 

constructive feedback on board meetings he attended as her invited spectator. 

Carol named two of the participants as her critical professional mentors.  

They each spent a weekend with me discussing the do’s and don’ts of the 
superintendency. John Talley and other superintendents also spent time with 
me helping me improve my skills as a first year superintendent. I will never 
forget the times we spent together especially when they were busy as 
superintendents themselves. 
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Diane talked at length how crucial her mentors were during her 

superintendency. Her story is typical of the lengths many mentors have gone to make 

sure others are successful.  

I did, because after I became superintendent there was a professor of mine 
from graduate school and we had lost contact for several years, but then when 
I took the superintendency, I knew him in my first superintendency district, 
when I took the superintendency in my second and last superintendency 
district and I contacted him. This point he was out of the academy. He was 
running his own education organization, non-profit organization, but I always 
respected him because he could connect the theory and the practice and he 
knew how to help you think through problems strategically. But also could be 
really down to earth. I contacted him, he was sort of like my coach, sort of 
like an executive coach during all of my superintendency in my last district. 
He was the person if I was struggling with how do I think about this, help me 
frame my thoughts around it. It wasn’t about tactical things as much as it was 
about the thinking part of it. I would go to meet with him and we would talk 
about things. I would ask him to come up and sit in on one of my board 
meetings, just be there in the audience and give me some feedback on this. 
When I first went into the district having come from a small suburban district 
into a large urban district, I started talking to him about how do I make this 
entry. One of the things that he, I don’t think he advised me to do this, I think 
I figured this one out on my own, which I’ve encouraged superintendents to 
do, is that you allow yourself some time to go into the district as the 
superintendent and you are going in, I guess it’s superintendent in residence, 
before you take over the job. So, actually I went, the contract that I negotiated 
with the board was that I could come in between January and July. And not 
run the district but would give me an opportunity to be there to visit, to 
understand the district, to put together an advisory committee to sort of help 
me develop a plan for the first 90 days, the first 180 days. And also to begin 
the strategic planning process with the community. So when July 1 came, I 
actually was ready to start running the district. I didn’t have to spend all of 
those months of orientation getting to know the district while I’m trying to run 
the district.  So he was very helpful. I actually didn’t go in January, I went in 
April. I was there from April to July. So it was very helpful to me in that way. 

 
The four participants talked about the many mentor and support networks that 

have helped them with professional growth in the superintendency. Their networks 
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ranged from foundations to professional organizations. These opportunities to 

network with other superintendents helped periodically relieve their sense of isolation 

of the superintendency. 

Advice for keepers of the gate. The participants had an abundance of advice to 

offer superintendents, headhunters, boards of education, and members of other 

ethnicities or genders regarding their perceptions of the effect of race and gender on 

African American females within the superintendency. These administrators are 

referred to in this study as “keepers of the gate.” 

Dr. Angela Adams began by offering to encourage the keepers of the gate to 

realize that there are talents in all groups, races, and genders and not to limit their 

pool of candidates. “Mine based deeper, to delve deeper in terms of competency, look 

for competence, and leadership as they look for people…otherwise they are selling 

their own selves short.” 

Dr. Carol Carter contributed, 

People of color and women have lots to offer in the position of superintendent. 
More opportunities must be provided to address issues since most urban 
districts are minority - majority districts. Therefore, persons in gate-keeping 
positions should not eliminate people from the superintendency based on race 
or gender. 

 
Dr. Diane Davis offered the following: 

You know, I think, I would tell them that it is a given that there has been 
ethnic and gender discrimination in the superintendency that the statistics 
speak for themselves. One is making the awareness that the situation exists. 
Secondly, it’s helping them see that it is inexcusable for it to continue. That 
we talk about diversity being a good thing and we know that our students 
populations are becoming more diverse and we talk about having the, teaching 
and administrative face reflect that diversity so how can we continue at the 



130 
 

superintendency level, at the top level of the hierarchy of positions, having 
less than 15% of our superintendents. So it’s a sense of urgency that you try to 
build with them, that this kind of situation cannot continue, it’s intolerable. I 
also advise them to create recruitment and selection strategies that are 
inclusive and to have an open mind about women and minorities of color 
being able to do the job. And to know and find places where women and 
females have been successful, females and people of color have been 
successful doing this job. It’s an education awareness component that it has to 
be a part of. You will get some people who will understand. I don’t think most 
women understand just how, what dire situation it is with these, with so few 
women in the superintendency and African American females, you can make 
a list…they don’t understand. That’s the other discrimination that is obvious, 
is that when African Americans get removed from a superintendency, get 
fired, it is very difficult for us to get another position. I think it’s the same 
with women. Whites can do anything and go to a higher position. I have 
examples of where they just go from position to position because they have a 
network and a buddy system that gets hired, and boards will hire them. 
 
Diane further noted that female superintendents seem to be more inclusive in 

hearing different points of view and processing from other people. “You may end up 

making a decision on your own but you have gotten the feedback. I just find most 

men very authoritarian, very autocratic and it’s all about them.” She highlighted that 

when superintendents, usually men are very authoritarian and autocratic, “it’s all 

about them and what they have to do in order to get to the next level. It becomes a 

very subservient attitude that they…what he probably doesn’t realize, I don’t know if 

the board is predominantly African American or not.” 

For those who follow: Passing the torch. The four African American female 

superintendent participants were asked for what advice they could offer to new 

African American females entering the urban school superintendency. Following are 

the participants’ comments in their own voices. Dr. Angela Adams said,  
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I would say to be clear about what it is she wants to accomplish. Make sure 
that you are grounded in research. To understand that communication is just a 
critical component of what she does and to commit to communicating and to 
realize that communication is a process. So, just because you say it once, 
doesn’t mean that people understand. Commit yourself to communicating and 
to not be discouraged when they don’t get it. But to be creative in finding 
other ways by which to get their message out and communicate who you are. 
To surround yourself with positive, capable people because it’s a team effort. 
Don’t think that it’s all up to you. Although people will look to you, so realize 
that it takes a strong team and you have some power there in formulating that 
strong team, and not to be afraid of your own power, of exercising your 
power. Do it and don’t look back. Do what you need to do. 

 
Dr. Barbara Brown contributed the following advice: 

I would advise a new African American superintendent to make sure that her 
network is alive so that, the superintendency is a very lonesome job. Of course 
if you are talking to a whole lot of folks you should not be, because sometimes 
people misconstrue what they have to say. I would say that the person needs 
to take time and plan and don’t try to be a lone ranger, try to build a team as 
quickly as possible. 

 
Dr. Carol Carter plainly stated that one must “choose the district that is 

suitable for you. This is like a marriage. Build your network of support. Be clear 

about your vision and your beliefs and go for it.” 

Dr. Diane Davis offered the following words of encouragement and her own 

professional experiences, especially points for which to be aware: 

I want to encourage, if this person is coming into a superintendency for the 
very first time, if they have had to go after the big troubled districts, uh, 
because you have to learn to be a superintendent. It’s hard to learn to be a 
superintendent when you are having to deal with these severe problems that 
you find in urban settings. So maybe as a person looking for the first 
superintendency, whether they are African American or what not, I would say, 
find a place that you think you can be successful in learning, while you are 
learning how to do the job. I had a friend who when I was leaving a smaller 
district, and that district was a very good training ground for me. I didn’t have 
to struggle with budgets and declining budgets, terrible student performance. I 
didn’t have all of those things that I had to worry about so I could, I had some 
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challenges so I could learn how to lead a district, lead an organization so that 
when I went to a much larger district where I had a large urban setting, not as 
dysfunctional and troubled as a lot of these other places so it was a real good 
place for me. I didn’t have to learn how to do the job while I was dealing with 
other things. But I encouraged a friend of mine to apply. She wanted to be a 
superintendent and I encouraged her to apply for my job when I was leaving. 
This would have been the first superintendency…but she didn’t. She decided 
that she was going to go for one of the big urban districts and she got it. And it 
nearly killed her. It was the first superintendency, it wasn’t a good cultural 
match. She was thrown into the politics from the very beginning. She had to 
raise money because there was no funding. She was always out there trying to 
raise money for the school. The achievement levels were just rock bottom so 
people, the state was on them.  She, the media was just relentless. The mayor 
was ruthless. And so she was thrown into this six months into the position yet 
she didn’t know how, she had to learn the basics of the position. So after 
around two years she just resigned. She couldn’t take it anymore. I said to her, 
she said to me, I hear what you are saying now. I think she could have gotten, 
she is a very smart woman. I think she could have followed me in this 
position. It’s a good place to learn how to be a superintendent. I would just 
encourage people to find their, to enter their first job because the first time 
they are entering into an urban superintendency, to find a place where you 
think you can be successful in learning the job. If you are not, if it’s not your 
first time you need to spend time upfront understanding the community, 
understanding the people, understanding what is happening in the district. I 
would also encourage people to make sure that this is a good match with your 
vision of, with your background, with your expectations. There are some 
places that I know I could not have been a superintendent in the urban district. 
There would be no need of my going. I went to one where they wanted me to 
come and do some work with their principals and their central office folks. 
Behind it was I think they wanted me to consider coming to this district. I 
went there and said, ain’t no way. These people would cause me to lose 
my….My friend never returned to the superintendency. It was disheartening. 
She took it so personally. She was such a hard worker. Part, she is a very 
sophisticated, intellectual person and you know, they told her, you are not the 
right match for us. You are too sophisticated. This is not what we are about 
here. And she didn’t know how to, that’s who she was. They told her things 
like….that’s what they were telling her. She didn’t know how to talk back 
with them. That’s exactly how you learn to speak their language. You have to 
learn, and she wasn’t able to actually do that. It was so disheartening. I 
remember when she made up her mind to do it, we were at the University of 
Texas at Austin’s Cooperative Superintendency Program ….the board there. 
There was like this three page spread in the newspaper that had come out 
about her. The folks there had it, I’m sure she had seen it. It was awful. The 
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mayor and all of the folks, what they had to say about it. That was when they 
talked about she wasn’t a good match, she was too “hotty-totty” and all this 
kind of stuff. She was so hurt and so devastated that she had given all of this, 
left a husband behind and all. So the next week she resigned from the 
job….She had a central office position, worked at the state level. But those 
positions don’t prepare you for what you have to have as a superintendent. 
You don’t, you have to learn how to work with the board, learn how to work 
with the external community and you have to learn how to work with the 
special interest groups and media, and it’s a lonely position and you don’t 
have a peer in your district so when things aren’t going right, if you are a 
principal, you can call another principal or a teacher. But when you are the 
superintendent there is nobody to talk to. Am I doing the right things, you 
know. I saw her not long ago and she, it had such a devastating effect on her. 
Even now she remembers how bad it was. 

 
As for African American women who claim that discrimination has kept then 

from serving as superintendents, the participants had varying thoughts on this subject. 

Angela admitted that the claims of African American women who claim that 

discrimination has kept them from serving as superintendents, are probably right.  

I think they are right. You know, some of this however in my opinion is, 
whether you believe it has kept you from being a superintendent or whether 
you believe that it has not, you are right. So, you know, I have no doubt that, I 
mean, the facts are if I had grown up in Mississippi, Alabama or probably 
anywhere in the United States 40 years ago, that there is no way I would have 
had a chance to be a superintendent as a woman, or an as African American. 
That’s just totally true. We all know that. The facts are there. Male, female, 
wouldn’t have made a difference being African American and then certainly 
perhaps being a woman. Again, as I say, I do believe that I came up at a time 
where I could see that there were going to be some opportunities and I was 
going to take advantage of them and I remember applying for some 
superintendencies and my husband said, what do you think? I don’t know if 
I’m going to get those particular ones, but you know what, I’m not giving up. 
I may not get those but I’m going to keep trying. You know what, I may go to 
my grave and never do this and that will be okay, but I will know that I tried. 
So, you know, I never knew whether or not they didn’t choose me because I 
was African American or whether I was a woman. I always came back from 
those interviews going back over, how did I answer that question? Why might 
that not have been the best match? What did I learn from that? Then I blew the 
dust off my shoes and I went onto the next one because I felt I would never 
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get the true answers. Could I call them up and say, why did you really not 
choose me? You know, I never expect them to say, really because you are a 
woman. I knew I was never going to get that. So because I was never going to 
get those type of responses, it didn’t behoove me to just dwell on that. I had to 
move on.  
 
One of the strategies people recommend that an applicant utilize after 

someone else has been chosen for the position is to call back and ask for pointers. 

Angela reasoned, 

And certainly they may have told me, their answer ….and of course, I would 
kind of process some of that myself. But I was not in there with the other 
candidates and I didn’t know what they said. The good news too, is with 
consultants, I know they do kind of call you back and say, well, this, that and 
the other. Some of it is probably accurate and some of it, what do I know? All 
I can do is continue. 

 
Barbara thought the following: 

For some it might be the truth. And sometimes if you really want the 
superintendency you got to determine if you are willing to move and also 
you’ve got to take the risk of applying and maybe getting a no, but it could be 
a yes. Sometimes you wait too long, like I would suggest that as your degree, 
coming pretty close to it, I would suggest you start applying to some now…. 
But you see, like you say, you asked me about people, you had that counseling 
experience. You understand people. You pretty much know what somebody is 
going to do. You know? And so it doesn’t surprise you. Sometimes you can be 
surprised, but you, but counseling skills are really good….The other thing that 
I learned from Roger Diamond, I think, superintendent, that if there is an issue 
that you think somebody might bring up, you bring it up first. You answer the 
question that they haven’t asked…It steals their thunder because you are able 
to anticipate. 
 
Conversely, Carol had another take on this issue: “I don’t let stuff like that get 

in my way because you would be holding yourself back. I have some control over my 

destiny. Who you are and convincing people you can do the job is the challenge.” 



135 
 

However, Diane said she thought there was validity to the claims of some African 

American women that discrimination has kept them from serving as superintendents. 

I think there's a lot of validity to that. I think the process of getting to be 
superintendent is still controlled by boards of education who are 
predominantly male and often White males. And so I think that is still a very 
discriminatory process. I think boards of education, don't, for the most part, 
don't think superintendents can do the job. It's a tough job they think and we 
aren't able to do it. They also, if you are young and you have children they 
think that your family life will interfere with your ability to do the job. So you 
never get the opportunity to prove that you can do the work.  

 
The women have their final say. This section focuses on information provided 

by the participants related to the following areas: (a) When you retire (or if already 

retired or have otherwise left the superintendency), what would (or did) you want 

people to say regarding your tenure as superintendent?; (b) If you had to live your 

professional life over again, what would you do differently, and why?; and (c) Do you 

have anything to add that we did not cover?  

The purpose of this section was to allow the four African American female 

superintendent participants the opportunity to have their final say regarding their 

lived experiences as an African American, a woman, and superintendent. This format 

of interviewing allowed the continued flow of invaluable additional narrative 

information. 

The participants responded along the same general lines regarding what they 

wanted people to say about their tenure as superintendent. Dr. Angela Adams shared,  

I want people to say she was capable in the position. She was, you know, a 
capable and competent superintendent. I’m not sure it’s any more or any less, 
but I want them to know that I did the job and I could do the job. 
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Dr. Barbara Brown reflectively simply replied, “Oh, I think basically that she gave it 

her best and she had some successes,” while Dr. Carol Carter expressed, “That I was 

a good superintendent, made a difference, and touched the lives of people.” Likewise, 

Dr. Diane Davis quietly answered that she wanted people to remember her “as 

someone who cared about children and people enough to go the extra mile and 

modeled the high expectations she expected”. 

 When the interview turned to the participants’ reflections on what they would 

do differently if they could live their professional lives again and their rationale, the 

four African American female superintendent participants had much to say. For 

instance, Angela provided the following,  

Well, you know one thing I might do differently is probably not short change 
my family as much as I think I did. I think I would try to be more comfortable 
with the fact that I can do this job and demonstrate confidence and yet draw a 
line and say, that’s all I’m going to do and now I’m going home. I just never 
felt I could do that. But now I can see that is a possibility. But when I was 
doing it I had to give it my all given the fact that I kept being the first, the 
first. Since I was the first woman, first Black here in this position, I have 
certain responsibilities. And as such, to me it was just okay, I’ve got to do this 
right. So perhaps I would not give as much as I did. However, my family 
turned out okay and for that I’m truly blessed. But it meant giving a whole lot. 

 
Barbara contributed, 

I don’t have anything on a professional level that I would do differently. 
Probably some things on a personal level, like give one of my children a little 
bit more time than I gave him. But professionally I think I did the best I could. 
I’ve found it very rewarding to be in education, particularly public education 
and to feel very fortunate that I was able to have the number of experiences 
that I had.  

 
Carol and Diane replied similarly regarding perhaps spending less time on the “job” 

and more time with their family, because they considered their families to be their 
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first priority. This recognition that family was top priority one was clearly evident 

throughout the conversations with all four participants. 

 Of course, in line with qualitative interviewing strategies, the last question 

asked of each participant was a catch-all question allowing them to add anything to 

add that had not been covered during the interview. The participants provided a 

myriad of priceless information. Dr. Angela Adams said, 

Do you know this whole process these questions have been about the most 
insightful I have ever responded to? They are very well orchestrated to get to 
some of my core values and so, you know, it’s kind of emotional for me to 
answer these questions. But they have really peeled back some of the layers in 
terms of who I am and what I do. And it’s not a place that I go very often. I’ve 
kind of put all of that is kind of reflecting down in a compartment that I don’t 
open up very often. I think if you did, it would inhibit you. So, no, it’s been 
interesting for me to be self-reflective and to bring this kind of…out, yeah, no, 
I don’t think I have, I know I don’t have anything else to add. 

 
Dr. Barbara Brown provided this final advice: 

Keep your spiritual life intact and active, but also your personal life. It’s good 
to have a partner that you can share the ups and downs of educational 
administration with. But, and too often, personal relations are put on the back 
burner and will often unravel because of the pressure of educational 
leadership. So, uh, be ambitious. Keep your own counsel. Have the courage to 
keep going at it until you get what you want to achieve. 

 
Dr. Carol Carter stressed, “Family first because in the end family and friends are all 

you have in the end. I might not would have become a superintendent if I had realized 

this earlier.” Dr. Diane Davis contributed this indelible reminder:  

One must be prepared for the position sought and be willing to relocate; 
understand that this is a 24/7 job with moral implications; always make 
decisions based on what’s right for children; keep your religious beliefs and 
family first and everything else will come out fine. But above all, remember 
this is a job, and not your life. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, the qualitative data gathered were presented to respond to the 

general research focus question. Special attention was given to the research themes 

that emerged from the data by using the narratives of the four African American 

female superintendents to answer the general research focus question during this 

researcher’s site visits and interview sessions with each participant. This chapter 

provided a discussion of the four emergent themes lifted from the interview data from 

the participants. Chapter 5 presents the summary, interpretation, and implications of 

the findings of this study. 
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Chapter 5 

Summary, Interpretation, and Implications 

Such leaders have the responsibility to “represent” well at all times. You’re 
always trying to represent your race to white people, and represent well for 
your own people, and think about the legacy you leave, especially if you’re 
the first. You just don’t have the margin for screw-ups. (Alston, 2006)  
 
This study examined the perceptions of the effects of race and gender on the 

superintendency by focusing on the voices of four African American female 

superintendents. Two of the participants were current superintendents, and two were 

former superintendents. 

This final chapter contains the summary of the findings, an interpretation of 

the findings, implications of the research, limitations of the research, and the 

conclusion. The summary of the research provides a brief overview of the first four 

chapters focusing on the purpose of this dissertation and thereby the research. The 

second section includes the meaning and the interpretation of the findings of the 

research utilizing the general research focus question. The third section includes 

implications of this research with specific attention to the possible applications of the 

findings (a) for future research, (b) for schools and school boards, and (c) for 

educational administration preparation programs. The fourth section is a review of the 

limitations of this study, with the conclusion as the final section of this chapter.  

This study was of special interest to this researcher to gain an understanding 

of the perceptions of these participants of the effects of race and gender on the 

superintendency as a means of increasing the level of awareness of the possible 
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impediments of access to the superintendency for African American females. With 

this in mind, it is the hope of this researcher that this study will serve as a catalyst to 

increase access to and ascension to the superintendency by increasing the number of 

African American women in the superintendency. 

 

Summary of the Findings 

 The title of this dissertation is The Effects of Race and Gender on the 

Superintendency: Voices of African American Female Superintendents. This title was 

significant to this researcher because the researcher is also an African American 

female with Texas superintendent certification aspiring to become a public school 

superintendent. I have become increasingly disturbed by the lack of proportionate 

representation of African American females in the superintendency. I wanted to hear 

from these African American female superintendent participants, which included two 

current superintendents and two former superintendents, in their own voices 

regarding their lived experiences guided by the general research focus question. I 

chose to make this a national study instead of using any of the three African 

American female superintendents from my state of Texas, as to do so could risk the 

discovery of their identity. The four African American female superintendent 

participants are known as successful, internationally renowned educators and public 

school superintendents. For the purpose of this study, successful is defined as having 

improved students’ test scores, balanced districts’ budgets, passed district bond issues 

(Skrla, 2001), continual focus on what’s best for children, and consistent community 
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engagement. Although this study focused on four African American female 

superintendents, one should not assume that there are only four African American 

female superintendents who meet the criteria of being successful. To do so would 

serve to further the preponderancy of unenlightened thinking that African American 

females are not qualified to ascend to the superintendency in the United States.  Nor 

are any of the findings of this study of these four African American female 

superintendent participants to serve as generalizable data in any way. 

Almost daily, I am reminded why this study continues to be important to me 

and others who look like me and aspire to the superintendency in Texas and in other 

parts of the country. For instance, the January 18, 2005, issue of the Dallas Morning 

News contained an article headlined, “Harvard’s President Defends Remarks on 

Gender Differences.” The article related the following story: 

Harvard University President Lawrence Summers, who offended some 
women at an academic conference the prior week by suggesting that innate 
gender differences may explain why fewer women succeed in science and 
math careers, stood by his comments Monday, but said he regretted if they 
were misunderstood. 
 

Additionally, in a 2006 Education Week article, “Race, Gender, and the 

Superintendency: Departures of Black Women Spark Frank Talk of Factors Making a 

Tough Job Harder,” Gewertz wrote,  

The recent resignations of three prominent black female superintendents—
Arlene Ackerman of San Francisco, Barbara Byrd-Bennett of Cleveland, and 
Thandiwe Peebles of Minneapolis—have prompted renewed discussion of the 
roles race and gender play in the superintendency. 
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The article quoted Ms. Byrd-Bennett as saying, “I’ve always had to make sure that at 

every moment, I’m at the top of my game.” She served seven years as the 

superintendent of the Cleveland school district. She further stated, “At every meeting, 

I feel as if I’m going into the courtroom prosecuting or defending someone, and I’d 

better have an airtight case.” This former chief executive officer said,  

She was criticized by some black residents for her straight hair, love of 
jewelry, and Northeastern manner of speaking. She was also sometimes seen 
as “soft” on black children when she sought to revise a disciplinary code that 
suspended students for such infractions as repeatedly failing to bring a pencil 
to class. 
 
Gewertz (2006) continued by highlighting the following regarding Thandiwe 

Peebles’ departure from her position as the superintendent of Minneapolis school 

system: 

Other black women superintendents told stories of drawing negative reactions 
based on their clothing, a burden they don’t believe men carry. Some white 
community members in Minneapolis reportedly grumbled that Ms. Peebles, 
who wore her hair in dreadlocks and favored flowing dresses in African-
patterned fabric, had too “rough” or “Afrocentric” a look. 

 
Gewertz noted that Arlene Ackerman “has overseen improvements that earned the 

district a spot as a finalist for the Board Prize in Urban Education. Yet she said, 

people have viewed her as autocratic, rather than simply decisive.” Dr. Ackerman 

was also recently named the National Association of Black School Educators 

Superintendent of the Year. She also served as superintendent of the District of 

Columbia schools and received many accolades for her work in that district. 

 Although there is much more I could say about the realities for African 

American female superintendents in this particular Education Week article (Gewertz, 
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2006), I would be remiss if I did not refer to the comments made regarding the 

following observation: 

The white man who once approached then Superintendent Gerry House after a 
Memphis, Tenn., school budget meeting was smiling, and his tone of voice 
was joking. But what she heard in his question wasn’t funny— “You sure you 
can handle this budget of $500 million?” he asked, as Dr. House recalls it. An 
African American who holds a doctorate in educational administration and has 
garnered national honors for her leadership of two school districts, Dr. House 
recounted the incident from the mid-1990s in an interview this month. “You 
just wonder if they’d go up and make that kind of comment to a white male 
superintendent,” she said. 
 
These are just two of many articles that serve as reminders to people of color 

and women that racism, discrimination and prejudice are alive and well in 2006. This 

type of adverse stereotypically extraordinary expectations and demands continue to 

cause many successful African American female superintendents to “exit 

superintendencies under apparent political pressure” (Skrla, 1999, p. 172). Skrla, also 

stated that she has “been dissatisfied with the explanations offered for this 

phenomenon by fellow administrators, classmates, and professors… ‘people just 

don’t like her’” (p. 173). In accordance with Skrla, as an African American female 

aspiring for the superintendency, I am sick and tired of being sick and tired of 

misnamed excuses for racist and sexist statements from European American people or 

anyone else who seems to not have any problems or thoughts by expressing their 

position of privilege or power dominance. We all must call it what it is—racism and 

discrimination—before we can begin collaboratively to address the issue and bring 

about some common resolve to bridge the gap that seems to be constantly widening 

between race and gender in the superintendency and this country. 



144 
 

I have searched the narratives of the four African American female 

superintendent participants to try to understand why some women would prefer a 

male educational leader instead of one who is female and who also have the gall and 

audacity, as my grandmother used to put it, to say it to their new African American 

female superintendent’s face. I agree with Skrla (1999) that “not only did I find the 

remark to be sexist and ridiculous, but it crystallized for me that ‘something is wrong 

here’” (p. 173). I have searched the research to see what it is that makes many people 

who look like the African American female superintendent to see those who do not 

look like them to be the potential savior of the district and their children. I just do not 

get it and have not been able to find anything in the research to tell me where to go to 

get it. What is it about African American female superintendents that make their 

presence problematic? I feel the need to say that there are many successful European 

American female and male superintendents along with other ethnic groups, so this 

study nor my comments are not meant to demean the skills and experiences of others. 

Nevertheless, since this study is about the effects of race and gender on the 

superintendency by using the voices of African American female superintendents, 

that remains my focus for this particular study. 

A review of the literature about African American female superintendents 

reveals that females and especially African American females continue to be 

underrepresented among American public school superintendents (Simmons, 2005; 

Skrla et al., 2000), although they hold the majority of teaching positions and are the 

majority in administrative preparation courses. The situation is even worse for those 
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who are female and African American, with only 13% in 2001 of the national 

superintendencies, down from 18% in 1997 (Simmons, 2005). Conversely, White 

males represent 87% of superintendents (Bell & Chase, 1993). This qualitative study 

examined the effects of race and gender (the “double whammy”) on four African 

American female superintendents (two current and two former). 

This study used the qualitative multicase study methodology to gather rich, 

thick descriptions of the perceptions of the four participants. The participants were 

selected purposefully based on their national recognition for success as 

superintendents. They have been superintendents for at least three years, with three of 

the participants serving in two districts/states as superintendents. Each participant was 

from a different state. Texas was excluded because of the limited number of African 

American female superintendents in that state of over 1,500 districts. Therefore, 

instead of research questions, this study utilized the following general research focus 

within the context guided by the work of Bell (1988): In their own perceptions, how 

did race and gender affect these four African American female superintendents? 

While the participants agreed that race and gender did matter in the superintendency, 

they had resolved to make their race and gender somebody else’s problem, because 

they are who they are and considered that to be their reality. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

 As I was reading back through my results and trying to consider the larger 

results of my study, Dr. James Scheurich recommended the work of Dr. Judy Alston 
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and Dr. Robert K. Greenleaf, because the tenets of their work with tempered radicals 

and servant leadership fit closely with my interpretation of the findings of my study. 

Alston (2005) reported the following: 

Despite the small numbers of Black female superintendents and the 
overwhelming obstacles of the position, Black women who serve as public 
school superintendents continue to meet the challenges of educational 
leadership and are flourishing in their jobs. As noted in previous research on 
Black women in the superintendency and Black female leaders in general, 
there remains a paucity of research. What is it about these women that keeps 
them in their positions? This article will focus on Black female 
superintendent’s persistence in their positions in relation to the concepts of 
tempered radicalism and servant leadership. (p. 675) 

 
Alston began to question, “What strategies do they [Black female superintendents] 

draw on to help them work and against institutional sexism, racism, and apathy?” (p. 

677). Therefore the purpose of her work on tempered radicals and servant leaders was 

to “analyze the Black female superintendents’ leadership styles and tenacity, placing 

at the center of that analysis the conceptual frameworks of tempered radicalism 

(Meyerson, 2001) and servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1991)” (p. 678). 

 Alston (2005) began to note that as a part of the multiple intersectionalities 

(Collins, 1998; Crenshaw, 1991), which include race and gender, are distinctive 

elements of power and creates lines of intersection reinforced by relations of powerful 

forms of oppression (Collins, 2000).  

As a part of this intersectionality, Black women are often placed in these 
environments of power differentials, and they use the power that is originally 
intended as a mechanism for oppression to be transformed into an effective 
vehicle for constructive change. (Lorde, 1984, cited by Alston, 2005, p. 677) 
 



147 
 

Meyerson and Scully (1995) began to see this form of activism as tempered 

radicalism, which includes “individuals who identify with and are committed to their 

organizations and also to a cause, community, or ideology that is fundamentally 

different from, and possibly at odds with the dominant culture of their organization” 

(p. 586); “they rock the boat and stay in the boat” (Meyerson, 2001, p. xi). These 

women are radical in their ideals but tempered in the fact that they work within the 

confines of their organizations (Jones, 2003). Meyerson (2001, as cited in Alston, 

2005) stated, 

Tempered radicals reflect important aspects of leadership that are absent in the 
more traditional portraits…it is more local, more diffuse, more opportunistic, 
and more humble than the activity attributed to the modern day hero. This 
version of leadership depends…on qualities such as patience, self-knowledge, 
humility, flexibility, idealism, vigilance, and commitment…they are not lone 
heroes…are quick to acknowledge that they cannot do it alone. (p. 171) 
 
Robert K. Greenleaf is known as the Servant Leader founder since 1970. He 

was an AT&T executive who coined the term servant leadership and launched a quiet 

revolution in the way in which we view and practice leadership. Now here we are 30 

years later, and this concept is becoming viewed as an ideal for of leadership. 

Greenleaf (1977) explained the concept of servant leadership as such: 

The servant leader is servant first. It begins with the natural feeling that one 
wants to serve. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. The best 
test is: do those served grow as persons: do they, while being served, become 
healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become 
servants? And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will they 
benefit, or, at least, not be further deprived? (p. 681) 
 

I believe it is appropriate to review the characteristics of a servant leader and 

tempered radical to enable viable connections with all of the four African American 
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female superintendents of my study. The ten characteristics of servant leadership are 

(a) listening, (b) empathy, (c) healing, (d) awareness, (e) persuasion, (f) 

conceptualization, (g) foresight, (h) stewardship, (i) commitment to the growth of 

people, and (j) building community (Greenleaf, 1977). 

Alston’s (2005) article, “Tempered Radicals and Servant Leaders: Black 

Females Persevering in the Superintendency,” concentrates on her “interest in the 

source of the tenacity and resilience of those Black women who meet the challenges 

of the superintendency and are successful” (p. 677). Additionally, Alston “analyzes 

the Black female superintendents’ leadership styles and tenacity, placing at the center 

of that analysis the conceptual frameworks of tempered radicalism, Meyerson’s 2001 

study and servant leadership of Greenleaf’s 1991work” (Alston, 2005, p. 677).  

With this general understanding of tempered radicals and servant leadership, 

we can now look at the connections between these two concepts and those 

characteristics from my study by looking at each of the ten characteristics of servant 

leadership. 

 

Listening 

The four African American female superintendent participants valued their 

ability to be good listeners along with providing time to listen to all segments of their 

district. Greenleaf (1991, as cited by Spears, 2000) noted the following: 

Leaders have traditionally been valued for their communication and decision-
making skills. Although these are also important skills for the servant leader, 
they need to be reinforced by deep commitment to listening intently to others. 
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The servant-leader seeks to identify the will of a group and helps to clarify 
that will. He or she listens receptively to what is being said and unsaid. 
Listening also encompasses getting in touch with one’s own inner voice. 
Listening, coupled with periods of reflection, are essential to the growth and 
well-being of the servant-leader. (p. 2) 
 

This type of servant-leader listening is directly correlated to that of the four African 

American female superintendent participants.  

 

Empathy 

The African American female superintendents in my study spent lots of time 

trying to understand the needs of the children and the entire district. Data analysis 

was a crucial element in their audit activities and strategic planning. Servant-leaders 

try to understand and show compassion for others. The superintendents in the study 

exhibited this type of unique trait of understanding that people need to be accepted 

and recognized for who they are and what they have to offer. Of course, a sense of 

order and appropriate behavior from adults and students alike was always expected, 

yet especially since each of the four African American female superintendent 

participants had degrees and experience as counselors, which I believe enabled them 

to be more skilled empathetic listeners.  

 

Healing 

Studies have shown that usually when people of color are chosen for the 

superintendency, they are usually placed in districts in dire positions (e.g., limited or 

no resources, financial trouble, outdated facilities, etc.). These districts also usually 
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have high staff turnover. Servant-leadership advocates the healing of relationships as 

a powerful force for transformation and integration. These four superintendent 

participants understood that one of the things successful educational leaders know is 

that usually when staff turnover is high, efforts must be made to establish strategies 

for students, staff, and other members of the school community to develop 

relationships with the school and district. They had strategies in place related to 

healing those who had become disenfranchised by the educational system. This sense 

of belonging is a strong antidote for those who usually do not stay long in a school or 

district. 

 

Awareness 

Each of the four study participants was very much aware of her strengths, 

weaknesses, state of the district, and the skills and attributes to be a successful 

superintendent. Servant-leadership focuses on a general awareness and self-

awareness, which strengthens the servant-leader and the organization. 

Awareness helps one in understanding issues involving ethics, power, and 
values. It lends itself to being able to view most situations from a more 
integrated, holistic position. Awareness is not a giver of solace—it is just the 
opposite. It is a disturber and an awakener. Able leaders are usually sharply 
awake and reasonably disturbed. They are not seekers after solace. They have 
their own inner serenity. (Greenleaf, 1991 cited by Spears, 2000, p.3)  
 



151 
 

Persuasion 

I was amazed by the ability of each of the four African American female 

superintendent participants to promote the vision, mission, and goals of the district for 

the benefit of all children. Along that same line, “servant-leadership relies on 

persuasion, rather than on one’s positional authority, in making decisions within an 

organization” (Greenleaf, 1991, as cited by Spears, 2000, p. 2).  

The servant-leader seeks to convince others. Rather than coerce compliance. 
This particular element offers one of the clearest distinctions between the 
traditional authoritarian model and that of servant-leadership. The servant-
leader is effective at building consensus within groups. This emphasis on 
persuasion over coercion finds its roots in the beliefs of the Religious Society 
of Friends (Quakers)— the denominational body to which Robert Greenleaf 
belonged. (Greenleaf, 1991, as cited by Spears, 2000, p. 3)  
 

Conceptualization 

Servant-leaders nurture and try to cultivate the ability to dream great dreams. 

Similarly did the four African American female superintendent participants of my 

study. Leaders with the ability to look at problems conceptually can think beyond 

today, toward the future, having the ability to see the big picture, beyond what is to 

what can be. The participant superintendents looked at problems as opportunities and 

challenges to do their best and not fail. They did allow themselves to fail. Therefore, 

they were always ready for any challenge or crisis. Servant-leaders are long-term 

planners and have the ability to think beyond what is usually possible; to see what 

other oftentimes cannot see. Greenleaf (1991, as cited in Spears, 2000) had this to say 

about conceptualization and boards of education: 
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The leader who wishes to also be a servant-leader must stretch his or her 
thinking to encompass broader-based conceptual thinking. Within 
organizations, conceptualization, by its very nature, the proper role for boards 
of trustees or directors. Unfortunately, boards can sometimes become 
involved in the day-to-day operations—something that should always be 
discouraged – and, thus, fail to provide the visionary concept for an 
institution. Trustees need to be mostly conceptual in their orientation, staffs 
need to be mostly operational in their perspective, and the most effective 
executive leaders probably need to develop both perspectives within 
themselves. Servant-leaders are called to seek a delicate balance between 
conceptual thinking and a day-to-day operational approach. (p. 3)  
 

Foresight 

Greenleaf (1991, as cited by Spears, 2000) described foresight as “being 

closely related to conceptualization” (p.3). The servant-leader is able to see the cause-

and-effect relationship of each of his or her actions within the organization and even 

regarding his or her future legacy within the organization. Each of the four study 

participants took the time to understand the past of her district, which served to help 

her understand the realities of what was currently happening to her and the district. In 

other words, these ladies had the gift of intuitive thinking and, along with reflective 

thinking, used that gift to focus on the people and their district.  

 

Stewardship 

This characteristic of servant-leadership refers to holding sacred what has 

been put in your trust. Stewardship is used often in the spiritual sense, referring to 

special gifts and tithing of what has been entrusted to one by God. Each participant 

spoke of her spirituality and how her religious beliefs enabled her to have the strength 
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to do her job through the good times and the bad, which both compose the 

superintendency. 

Robert Greenleaf’s view of all institutions was one in which CEOs, staffs, and 
trustees all played significant roles in holding their institutions in trust for the 
greater good of society. Servant-leadership, like stewardship, assumes first 
and foremost a commitment to serving the needs of others. It also emphasizes 
the use of openness and persuasion, rather than control. (Spears, 2000, p.4)  
 

Commitment to the Growth of People 

According to Spears (2000), this particular characteristic holds that  

Servant-leaders believe that people have an intrinsic value beyond their 
tangible contributions as workers. As such, the servant-leader is deeply 
committed to the growth of each and every individual within his or her 
organization. The servant-leader recognizes the tremendous responsibility to 
do everything in his or power to nurture the personal and professional growth 
of employees and colleagues. In practice, this can include (but is not limited 
to) concrete actions such as making funds available for personal and 
professional development, taking a personal interest in the ideas and 
suggestions from everyone, encouraging worker involvement in decision-
making, and actively assisting laid-off employees to find other positions. (p. 
4)  
Each of the study participants had a commitment not only for the growth of 

the people within her district, but also to herself. The superintendents’ strategic 

planning process always began with gathering of data, with most of those data 

coming from the people to be impacted the most. One participant noted that when she 

realized that she had too many central office employees, she talked to each one who 

would be reassigned so that they understood why they were being reassigned and 

offered them options for reassignment. Some of the employees accepted those lesser 

positions, and some chose to find positions outside of the district. The key to this 
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example of servant-leadership is the internal belief in the value of all people, which 

became evident in actions and thoughts of each participant. 

 

Building Community 

The servant-leader realizes that the community has to be rebuilt and input 

from the members of the community is important. This characteristic is similar to the 

“reclaiming the village” concept, which I have been taught through my life by my 

family, teachers, and friends. These opportunities for community input empower 

community members to reinforce what they once so strongly knew: They should have 

ownership of what happens to their children, city, community, and themselves. Where 

there is ownership, there is a vested interest and sense of pride in what occurs in 

every aspect of a city. Each of the four African American female superintendents 

sensed  

much has been lost in recent human history as a result of the shift from local 
communities to large institutions as the primary shaper of human lives. This 
awareness causes the servant-leader to seek to identify some means for 
building community among those who work within a given institution. 
Servant-leadership suggests that true community can be created among those 
who work in businesses and other institutions. Greenleaf said, “All that is 
needed to rebuild community as a viable life form for large numbers of people 
is for enough servant-leaders to show the way, not by mass movements, but 
by each servant-leader demonstrating his or her unlimited liability for a quite 
specific community-related group.” (Spears, 2000, p. 4)  
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Conclusion 

These ten characteristics of servant-leadership are by no means all of what 

servant-leadership entails. Yet, they help to communicate and demonstrate the 

powerful promise that servant-leadership offers to those who aspire to become a real 

servant of those they have been entrusted to lead. These characteristics are often 

natural personal gifts, which can be used to enhance any organization and especially 

as shown by the four African American female superintendents, to enhance their 

district. “Servant-leadership offers great hope for the future in creating better, more 

caring, institutions” (Greenleaf, 1991, as cited by Spears, 2000, p. 4).  

 

Research Question Results 

The purpose of this study was to determine perceptions of the effects of race 

and gender on the superintendency by focusing on the voices of the African American 

female superintendents. Consequently, instead of research questions, this study 

employed a general research focus within the context of this study, which is guided 

by the work of Bell (1988). The following served as the general research focus: In 

their own perceptions, how did race and gender affect these four African American 

female superintendents?  

The research of this study produced many findings, with the main finding 

being that race and gender did affect these four African American female 

superintendents. Surprisingly, all four participants said that race and gender not only 

served as liabilities, but also as assets. They believed they came along at a time when 
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their race and gender was beneficial for them. They also believed their hard work 

ethic was crucial in their access to the superintendency. Although each participant 

was able to share experiences when they were treated differently because of their race 

and gender, they compensated for this reality by believing and working to be the best 

because they believed that if they failed no other African American female might not 

get the opportunity to become a superintendent. They also believed that their race and 

gender was their reality, and if anyone had a problem with it, that was their problem. 

By keeping their focus on the needs of the children and the district, and not the racism 

and prejudices they lived daily, they were able to be successful for the students. 

Of course, since this was a qualitative study, constant rereading of the 

transcription of each participant’s interviews yielded unexpected results. Instead of 

letting the pain and anger of the racism, sexism, omission, and other consequences of 

being an African American female in an European American male–dominated 

position, the interviews yielded results using the tenets of studies of Alston’s (2005) 

tempered radicals and Greenlee’s (1977, 1991) servant-leadership.  

The first result, a pervasive sense of difference, refers to women’s 

understanding that they are different (Ah Nee-Benham & Cooper, 1998). One of the 

participants reflected, “There are not many people who look like me in this position. I 

have no one to talk to so I must focus on being the best.” There was also a consensus 

that the participants try to make their race and gender “somebody else’s problem,” 

because their race and gender is their reality. 
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The second result, determination and courage, involves the interminable 

strength and the profundity of confidence in each participant’s ability to do good 

works and thereby actively enlarge her territory in the search for social justice. The 

participants agreed that their family and friends were their most important 

professional influence. Spirituality was a crucial part of each participant’s daily life. 

One participant shared the following: 

I’m a very strong Christian and I don’t think I would, I know I would not have 
been able to do the work if I didn’t have an abiding faith in God and use that 
as my anchor.  I believe that because of that it causes you to be sort of… 
respect people, valuing people.   Sometimes…overworked…I agonize over 
just missing…firing people…It’s not that I don’t do it, but it’s an agony for 
me.  For some people, folks will say, cut your losses, why are you agonizing 
over this?  But, I really think it’s because of my spirituality that causes that. 
 
The third result, sense of compassion for children and others, entails 

developing professional practice for students’ academic improvement and building a 

philosophy of leadership. The participants realized that the superintendency involves 

being a risk taker in order to make the best decisions for children. One participant 

noted, 

Leadership is not a position, it’s a process. It is having the ability to motivate 
others to want to work with you toward a common goal/purpose/vision to 
inspire others and encourage the heart and is passionate. 

 
The fourth result, redefinition of power and authority by developing 

relationships, emerged because the four African American female superintendents did 

not espouse to the traditional models of power within educational leadership positions 

especially the superintendency. They strategically manage to establish a district 

environment whereby power is shared through the belief that all are equal and 
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relationships are crucial for the effective functioning and survival of the organization, 

keeping student achievement as the most important goal. The participants believed 

strongly that they must serve as mentors for those African American women who 

aspire toward and access the superintendency. One of the participants stated, 

Any African American female aspiring for the superintendency should choose 
the district that is suitable for you. This is like a marriage. Build your network 
of support. Be clear about your vision and your beliefs and go for it. 

 
Holistically, the results share the tenets of tempered radicals (Alston, 2005) 

and servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977, 1991), as Alston wanted to know what 

strategies Black female superintendents draw on to help them work and against 

institutional sexism, racism, and apathy. These ladies rock the boat and stay in the 

boat, realizing that the servant leader is a servant first. The following section, 

implication of the research, provides more information of the implications of how the 

results of this study on the superintendency. 

 

Implications of the Research  

From the results of this study emerged several implications of the research, 

which had at its core reconstruction of the superintendency for more equity. One of 

the participants explained, “Equity would mean that there is a representative portion 

of superintendents in this country that mirror our numbers in the population.” Thus, if 

African Americans represent 20% of America or 20% of the population, then we 

would see 20% of the population of superintendents being African American. If 50% 

of the population is female, then we would see 50% of the superintendencies being 
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populated by women. Equity is equal representation. Then, if representation is not 

equal, something must be going on to impinge upon these numbers. Why did African 

American women represent only 13% of national superintendencies in 2003 

(Simmons, 2005, p. 277)? Simmons’ study showed that these numbers have 

decreased since 1997, when African American women represented 18% of 

superintendencies nationally. If it there was truly equal access, the numbers would be 

similar to the race and gender representation in the population. African American 

females would be tapped to go into leadership programs. They also would be 

interviewed in representative numbers and then be selected for superintendencies 

accordingly.  

 The second implication of the research places the onus on everyone to make 

sure all races and genders have a more enlightened worldview of the superintendency 

and administrational leadership. This means that the “good ol’ boy” network must 

cease to exist, thereby enabling the demise of racism and sexism within the 

superintendency. Of course, with this comes the understanding that the capacity to 

serve as a superintendent does not rest in the color of one’s skin or gender, but in the 

capacity of a person to do the job. Equal access is crucial. 

 Third, aggressive action must be taken to find out why African American 

females exit the superintendency. Beyond that, concerted efforts must be made to 

make sure strategies are in place to enable these superintendents to do their job 

successfully. In other words, remove the stressors of the job for these women to allow 

stability in the school districts of our country for the sake of our children. 
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Fourth, provide avenues to encourage more African American females to seek 

the superintendency—not just as token applicants and interviewees, but as serious 

candidates with equal opportunity to obtain the position based on their skills and not 

on their membership in certain clubs. 

 Fifth, special attention must be given to the idea that the superintendency is 

what Alston (2005) referred to as “servant leadership”. This means that the position 

of superintendency is a servant position. It is all about the children and others. If one 

cannot serve others in the position of superintendency because self keeps getting in 

the way, then perhaps the superintendency is not the position for that person. 

 Sixth, and lastly, allow the voices of African American female 

superintendents to be heard and their presence acknowledged. In other words, the 

silence, constrained discourse, and omissions must discontinue. African Americans 

and women must be seen as equal colleagues with the same ethical responsibility of 

providing the best quality educational experiences for all children. 

The above mentioned implications of the research are specifically embedded 

in the following areas: implications for future research; implications for schools and 

school boards, and implications for educational administration preparation programs. 

These implications are expressed in more detail below. 
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Implications for Future Research 

Implications for future research are offered as follows: 

1. In accordance with Alston, I recommend more research focusing on Black 

female superintendents’ persistence in their position in relation to the concepts 

of tempered radicalism and servant leadership. 

2.  More research into tempered radicalism and servant leadership can help 

improve district and campus leadership 

3.  Research into critical race theory and Black feminist thought can be 

beneficial for our entire country, regardless of race, creed, gender, or color, 

for the survival of our public educational system. 

4.  Research should encourage the stories of the effects of marginality of the 

“other” told by those who have come to be referred to as the “other,” because 

only those victimized can truly tell their stories. 

The next area of implications centers on those who are keepers of the gate, 

such as school boards, headhunters, and others in positions of choosing who does and 

does not obtain a position as superintendent of school in this country. 

 

Implications for Schools and School Boards 

 This study has implications for schools and school boards regarding the 

effects of race and gender on the superintendency for African American female 

superintendents. The four participants offered the following advice for 
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superintendents, headhunters, boards of education, and members of other ethnicities 

and/or genders who directly impact schools and children, with which I concur:  

1. People of color and women have lots to offer in the position of superintendent. 

More opportunities must be provided to address issues, since most urban 

districts are minority-majority districts. Therefore, persons in gatekeeping 

positions should not eliminate people from the superintendency based on race 

or gender. 

2. Inform them that ethnic and gender discrimination in the superintendency is a 

given, as the statistics speak for themselves. The first step is awareness that 

the situation exists. The second is helping people see that it is inexcusable for 

it to continue. 

3. Create recruitment and selection strategies that are inclusive and be open 

minded about women and people of color being able to do the job 

successfully.  

4. Spend time educating and training board members so that they know the 

benefits of governance and policy viewpoints. They must be knowledgeable to 

stay in their realm and out of the day-to-day activities of the district, which is 

the superintendent’s domain. The superintendent must determine the “how,” 

whereas the district’s board of education determines the “what.”  

5. Keepers of the gate must be aware of their racist and sexist beliefs, if such 

exist, and keep a score card, so to speak, to study their habits of placement in 

superintendent positions (e.g., race, gender, marital status, age, etc.), and then 
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ask themselves if they are perpetuating disproportionality in the 

superintendency. 

6. Develop a climate of trust within the district and community. 

The findings of this study also inspired implications for educational 

administration preparation programs. 

 

Implications for Educational Administration Preparation Programs 

The findings and implications from this dissertation study have enabled several 

implications for educational administration preparation programs, which include the following: 

First, Provide opportunities for African American women to connect with 

sitting, successful African American female superintendents. 

Second, provide mandatory courses focusing on tempered radicalism and 

servant-leadership. The rest of the recommendations were proposed by Simmons 

(2005, pp. 269-270), whose findings paralleled the findings of my study. Simmons 

recommended the following four strategies.  

Third, enhance preparation curricula to include empowerment strategies to 

help aspiring superintendents of color and aspiring female superintendents to 

negotiate problems precipitate by race and gender. This may be achieved by 

incorporating a social/political communications component to expose superintendents 

of color and females to the necessary skills to access political and social platforms 

that affect sustained reform for their districts. Brunner (1999) found that 

“superintendents who were successful were those who developed the personal 
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connections necessary for support, who understood the interdependence between 

symbolic and professional expectations, and who enacted a subtle political profile” 

(p. 100). 

Fourth, include a major focus on management, finance, and funds acquisition 

skills (including how and when to propose school bonds) that incorporates strategic 

planning for urban crises. Sizemore (1986) alerted educators: “Black superintendents 

need to know more about financial planning and economic development to 

understand better how to design developmental strategies that lead to redistribution 

without negative side effects” (p. 201). 

Fifth, establish an open and honest dialogue about race and gender problems 

in the superintendency. Reject forms of deficit thinking—the belief that the poor and 

people of color caused their own social, economic, and educational problems. 

Sixth, take responsibility for debunking race and gender myths by admitting 

and confronting these issues for all to know and understand. This includes advocating 

superintendent appointments for minority and female aspirants through contacts with 

other university officials, search firms, school board associations, and so on. 

Finally, create mentorships, networks, and placement assistance to support 

superintendents of color and females, including assistance and access into nontypical 

appointment areas (i.e., suburban, ethnically, and economically diverse populations). 

Concerning the attainment of a superintendency appointment, Moody (1983) argued, 

“Traditionally, attainment of this position has depended to an appreciable extent on 
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the help and information as aspirant received from professional contacts—the so-

called ‘old boy network’” (p. 383). 

After the discussion of the various implications of the research including 

implication for future research, schools and school boards, and educational 

administration preparation programs, we look at the limitations of the research. 

 

Limitations of the Research 

This study has several limitations as noted in chapter 1, with the first being the 

size of the sample of the study participants. However, this study never attempted to 

generalize that these African American female superintendent study participants 

represented or spoke for their entire race or gender.  

As an African American female researcher studying African American female 

superintendents, some may consider the lens used to review the data gathered from 

this study to be a limitation. However, as stated before, it should be noted that 

European Americans have for years researched their own ethnic group, affiliations, 

and other ethnic groups as well and assigned “worldview lenses” and generalizations 

to their findings, without being questioned or having to explain their rationale. Of 

course, my reason for choosing this study was both professional and personal. 

Further, the need for additional study of the intersectionality of race and gender on 

the superintendency provided the added motivation to examination of this 

phenomenon.  
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Feminist theory provides that researcher bias is ingrained in all forms of 

research and is therefore impossible to eliminate. Patton (1990) explained, “The 

ideals of absolute objectivity and value-free science are impossible to attain in 

practice and are of questionable desirability in the first place because they ignore the 

intrinsically social nature and human purpose of research” (p. 55). The commonality 

of gender and race between the researcher and participating superintendents served as 

a form of comfort and promoted understanding and perhaps in some cases, unspoken 

shared lived experiences, which helped to create a rapport that was supportive and 

respectful. This study focused on race and gender because to deem one more 

important than the other would limit the study (Banks, 1995). 

Finally, the time the researcher was able to spend in the superintendent’s 

natural setting was a limitation and weakness of this study, due mainly to time and 

financial resources on the part of the researcher. Of course, at the beginning I 

considered that sampling participants from the same state or region perhaps would 

have enabled more commonalities, but as I reflect on this study, African American 

female superintendent participants from different states provided a broader view of 

the effect of race and gender on the superintendency.  

 

Conclusions 

The importance of this study is to contribute to a richer understanding of 

contexts within which African American female superintendents work. I wanted to 

infuse practical and theoretical implications through discourse of studies of the 
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superintendency, which spotlight the structural and cultural factors that continue and 

encourage gender and race stratification in this educational leadership role. These 

factors serve as barriers to African American women's access to and retention in the 

superintendency. However, the concepts of tempered radicalism and servant-

leadership developed by Greenleaf (1977) and Alston (2005) are meaningful tenets 

for effective school and district leadership. These concepts are not gender or race 

specific; therefore, they can be helpful tools to improve public school leaders. 

My intent was for this study to contribute to the body of knowledge 

concerning African American female superintendents in a European American male–

dominated educational administration role. It also was intended to contribute to 

theory by the extension and development of significant knowledge of race and gender 

inequities within the U.S. superintendency. This study has revealed ways in which 

Black female superintendents juggle their personal and professional lives as they 

struggle to successfully do their job and to be accepted as equals in their profession. 

My sincere hope is that by gaining a greater understanding of the existence of race 

and gender inequities within the superintendency, educational communities will have 

the opportunity to eliminate race and gender inequities in the U.S. public school 

superintendency.  
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent Form 

 

Title: The Effects of Race and Gender in the Superintendency: Voices of African 
American Female Superintendents        
 
Research Conducted By: Willie Yvonne Johnson, Ph.D. Candidate - The University 
of Texas at Austin  

You are being asked to participate in a research study. This form provides you 
with information about the study. You were selected based on your experience, 
success, and reputation for your years of dedicated service to students in your district. 
I believe your participation in this study will be invaluable to the purpose of this 
study. Please read the information below and feel free to contact me to ask questions 
about anything you don’t understand before deciding whether or not to take part. 
Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you can cease to participate at any time 
by simply telling the researcher. 

 
The purpose of this study is to focus on the perceptions and stories of the 

intersectionality of race and gender within the superintendency for four African 
American female superintendents (two former superintendents and two current 
superintendents) in their own voices as they share the narratives of their lived 
experiences. Although feminist theories hold that all women are oppressed, African 
American women face a different oppression, as do women of other ethnic groups, 
because of the “double whammy” effect of race and gender (Collins, 2000;Grogan, 
2000). This study focuses on race and gender because to deem one more important 
than the other would limit the study (Banks, 1995; Collins, 1990).  
 

If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 
� Agree to schedule and participate in three interviews/observations on two 

visits with the researcher 
� Use your voice to share your story of your lived experiences regarding the 

effects of race and gender on the superintendency 
� Review the transcribed information from the tapes from each interview for 

accuracy and provide written feedback via e-mail is preferred, although 
other forms of contact will be acceptable and appreciated 

 
Total estimated time to participate in study is four to six hours per visit for 

a total of 12–18 hours. This includes a 60–90 minute interview each visit, 
observations, and shadowing you, if possible, etc. 
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Although there is no financial compensation for participating in this study, I 
believe the following to be beneficial: 

� Internal satisfaction knowing that you have helped to further research that 
is designed to improve access to the superintendency for African 
American females. 

� My eternal gratitude for your agreement to share your valuable time and 
effort to describe your lived experiences as an African American female 
superintendent. 

� Although there are no monetary benefits, your participation will allow 
others to understand the mosaic of challenges and opportunities of your 
lived experiences as an African American female superintendent, which 
will be beneficial to not only African American females who aspire to and 
currently serve as superintendents, but also to the scholarship of this type 
of study, which seeks to expose and remove the disproportionality of the 
White-male-dominated construction of the public school superintendency. 

 
Confidentiality: Since this study involves audio or video recordings, the 

researcher must share the following information with the participants: 
� Any information obtained in connection with this study and that can be 

identified with you will remain confidential and will only be disclosed 
with your written permission. Otherwise you will be identified by a 
pseudonym only. 

� Interviews or sessions will be audio or videotaped. 
� Tapes will be coded so that no personality-identifying information is 

visible on them. 
� Tapes will be kept in a secure place (e.g., a locked file cabinet in the 

investigator’s office). 
� Tapes will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the 

investigator and her associates. 
� Recordings will be retained for possible future analysis in a secure 

location by the researcher. 
� All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to 

identify you without your written permission to disclose your identity. 
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Contacts and Questions: 
 

If you have any questions about the study please do not hesitate to contact  
Dr. Jim Scheurich or me at the addresses and contact information listed below.  
 

Willie Yvonne Johnson   Dr. Jim Scheurich  
441 Cloverleaf Drive Professor and Head  
Lancaster, TX 75146           Dept. of Educational Adm. and HR Dev. 
972-227-7643 (Home Phone and FAX)  4226 TAMU 
469-487-6800 (Cellular Phone)   Texas A &M University 
Email: wyj4@sbcglobal.net College Station TX 77843-4226 

 979-845-2716 (Office Phone)  
 Also: Senior Editor International 

Journal of Qualitative Studies in 
Education (QSE)

Please keep a copy of this form for your records. 
 
Participant’s Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision 
about participating in this study and do hereby consent to participate in the study. 
 
Printed Name of Participant: ____________________________________________  
 
Signature of Participant: _____________________  Date: _________________ 
 
Signature of Researcher: _____________________  Date: _________________ 
 
The researcher may wish to present some of the transcribed information from this 
study at scientific conventions, seminars, and/or publications. Please sign below if 
you are willing to allow me to do so with your transcribed interview information or 
interview tape.  
 
I hereby give permission for the audio (video) tape made for this research study to 
be also used for educational purposes. 
 
Printed Name of Participant: _______________________________________ 
 
Signature of Participant: ______________________ Date: ________________ 
 
Signature of Researcher: _____________________  Date: _______________ 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

 
(These questions will be covered in three interviews on two site visits) 

 
Purpose 
 

The purpose of this interview is to gather information on the perceptions of 
African American female superintendents of how race and gender affected each 
participant as a public school superintendent. I will be interviewing four African 
American female superintendents (two current superintendents and two former 
superintendents) who lead or have led urban school districts. These women have been 
identified as strong leaders with vision and purpose with at least three years of 
experience as a superintendent. 

The goal of this study is to collect both demographic and response data that 
will be used in this qualitative study to produce a narrative story in the voices of these 
women participants, of their lived experiences as African American superintendents 
and human beings. In other words, I want to hear what it is or was like to be female, 
African American, and a public school superintendent. These questions will assist me 
as I seek to understand and hear your “voice” as you tell me the stories of your 
perceptions of the effects of race and gender on your experiences as superintendent. 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA 

Participant ___________________________________________________________ 
 
Coded Name __________________________________________________________ 
 
Current Position _______________________________________________________ 
 
Urban School District __________________________________________________ 
 
Enrollment Range: ___ <2,000 ___ 2,000-5,000 __ >5,000 ___ >10,000 ___ >25,000 
 
Urban school student race composition (approximate %): 
 
_____ African American    _____ European American   _____ Mexican American 
 
_____ Asian American     _____ American Indian     _____ Other 
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Total years in education: ________________________________________________ 
 
Years as superintendent: ________________________________________________ 
 
Teaching certification areas: _____________________________________________ 
 
Years of urban school administrative experience: ____________________________ 
 
Highest degree held: ______ M.A./M.S./M.Ed.        ______ Ed.D./Ph.D. 
 
Leadership style: ______________________________________________________ 
 

GENERAL INFORMATION 

1. Tell me a little about yourself, especially about (each of the following
questions are to be asked separately)

a. Your educational background, including K-12 education 
 
b. Your work history, both in and out of education 
 
c. Your decision to enter the field of education 
 
d. Your decision to move into the administration 
 
e. Your decision to enter the superintendency 
 
f. Your decision to leave the superintendency (if former superintendent) 

 
2. What do you consider to be the most important influences in your personal life?  

 
3.  What do you consider to be the most important influences in your professional 

life?  
 

SUPERINTENDENCY PREPARATION 

4. Describe the process of your preparation for the superintendency, beginning with your 
administrative internship. 

 
5. How did your superintendency or administrative preparation program prepare you well for 

leadership? 
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6. How did your superintendency or administrative preparation program not prepare 
you well for leadership?  

 
7. Did you have a mentor or support network to help you in your superintendency? 

If so, how did she or he help you?  
 
8. How does (or did) your mentor or support network help you in your professional 

growth in the superintendency? 
 
9. Describe staff development activities in which you currently (or formerly) 

participate (e.g., conferences, seminars, graduate school).  
 

10. Why was each one meaningful to you? 
 

11. Are you a member of any professional organizations? If yes, which ones? 
 

12. Are any members of your family educators? If yes, what influence did she or he 
have on your decision to enter the field? 

 

OBTAINING YOUR FIRST SUPERINTENDENCY 

13. How many applications did you complete prior to obtaining your first 
superintendency? 

 
14. How many interviews did you have before you obtained your first superintendent 

position? 
 

15. How many years did it take you to get your first superintendency, after you 
submitted your first application for the position of superintendent? 
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16. Please describe the application and interview process that you went through to 
attain your first position as superintendent 

a. Prior position 
 
b. How learned of opening 
 
c. Use of search consultant 
 
d. Other candidates 
 
e. Composition of board interviewing 
 
f. Types of questions asked during interviews 
 
g. What was the board looking for  

 
17. How did you negotiate the terms of your employment contract? 

 
a. How long did the negotiations take? 
 
b. Attorney(s) for either side involved 
 
c. Specifics of contract – length, duties, model used 
 
d. Fringe benefits 

 
18. How would you describe the role of the superintendent in your district (or last 

district if no longer serving as a superintendent)? 
 

a. Traditional expectations 
 
b. Different views of the role from different constituencies 

 
19. What was the transition period following the assumption of your duties like? 

 
a. Gaining acceptance 
 
b. Open/covert resistance 
 
c. Staff reassignments 
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20. Please describe your relationship with staff members in the district. 
 

a. Central office 
 
b. Teachers 
 
c. Support staff 
 
d. Differences among campuses 

 
e. What do you think other staff members expect from a female 

superintendent? 
 

21. What about community relations? 
 

a. Pressure/special interest groups 
 

b. Change over time 
 

c. Press/media coverage 
 

d. What do you think communities expect from a female superintendent? 
 

22. How would you characterize your relationship with the board of trustees? 
 

a. As a whole 
 
b. Individuals 
 
c. Coalitions 
 
d. Change through time 
 
e. Specific memorable incidents 

 
f. What do you think boards of trustees expect from female superintendents? 
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23. As you think back over the course of your superintendency, of what 
accomplishments are you most proud? 

 
a. Instructional 
 
b. Financial 
 
c. Facilities 
 
d. Vision/mission 

 
24. What do you think are the greatest challenges you face (or faced) as an African 

American female superintendent? 
 
25. Were there any particularly “tough calls” that you had to make as superintendent? 

 
a. Support from board 
 
b. Support from staff 
 
c. Support from community 

 
26. Were there any disappointments for you in this position? 

 
a. Brought on by self 
 
b. Brought on by circumstances 

 
27. How would you describe the circumstances or events that resulted in your 

decision to leave the superintendency? 
 

a. Evolutionary or sudden 
 
b. External, internal, or both 
 
c. Why not another superintendency? 

 



177 
 

DEVELOPING PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE FOR  
STUDENTS’ ACADEMIC IMPROVEMENT 

28. What are your most memorable accomplishments as a superintendent? Why? 
 

29. How do you explain your success as an African American female superintendent? 
How did you do it? 

 
30. Describe your typical workday, including the specifics listed: 
 
a. Routines in daily practice 

 
b. Delegating task assignments 

 
c. Selecting administrative staff 

 
d. Scheduling meetings with constituents 

 
e. Attending district events 

 
f. Setting priorities 

 
g. Participating in public relations activities 

 
31. When making an important decision that will (or did) affect staff members and/or 

student in a controversial matter, what guides (or guided) your decision-making 
process? 

 
32. As the executive leader of the district, how do (or did) you go about determining 

what staff members match (matched) the needs of your district? 
 

33. Describe a successful district. 
 
34. What are the skills, attributes, and knowledge base most needed to advance and 

develop in your career as a superintendent in this country, in your opinion? 
 

BUILDING A PHILOSOPHY OF LEADERSHIP 

35. What is your definition of leadership? 
 
36. Describe your leadership style and why that style best suits you. 
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37. What are (or was) your greatest strengths as a superintendent? 
 
38. Describe your relationship with superintendents of other ethnic groups and 

gender. 
 
39. How did you build community and support for your district as the superintendent? 
 
40. Are you a risk taker? If so, detail why you consider yourself so. 
 
41. Does spirituality play any part in your leadership behavior or leadership style? 
 
42. How do (or did) you motivate district staff? 
 
43. What do you think about African American women who claim that discrimination 

has kept them from serving as superintendents? 
 
44. What is your perception that your race played in your success/failure, 

effectiveness/non-effectiveness and career mobility as a superintendent? 
 
45. What is your perception that your gender played in your success/failure, 

effectiveness/non-effectiveness and career mobility as a superintendent? 
 
46. List three factors that have been (or were) impediments to your success as a 

superintendent. 
 
47. Would you describe what equity means to you regarding access to the 

superintendency?  
 
48. Would you describe what inequity means to you regarding access to the 

superintendency?  
 
49. What is your perception of the effect of race-based/gender-based opportunities for 

African American females who aspire to the superintendency? 
 
50. Do you think gender matters in the superintendency? 
 
51. Give an example of a time when you felt that you were treated differently as a 

superintendent because of your gender.  
 

a. How did that make you feel? 
 

b. How did you manage to persevere in this situation? 
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52. Do you think race matters in the superintendency? 
 

53. Give an example of a time when you felt that you were treated differently as a 
superintendent because of your race.  
 

a. How did that make you feel?  
 

b. How did you handle this situation? 
 
54. Describe what it is like to be an African American female in a predominantly 

European American occupation. 
 

55. What expectations do you feel are placed on you as an African American female 
and as a superintendent? 

 
56. How do you resolve counter-expectations (assuming any exist) between your role 

as a wife/mother and a superintendent? 
 
57. Do you modify your behavior around different groups? If so, which groups and 

why? 
 

58. What role do you accept in overcoming the disproportionality of African 
American females as superintendents? 

 

FOR THOSE WHO FOLLOW: PASSING THE TORCH 

59. How important is mentoring other African American females who aspire or 
currently serve as superintendents? 

 
60. List four (4) characteristics about yourself that have helped you to be a successful 

African American female superintendent in an urban school environment. 
 
61. If you believe that inequality exists, or think that some African American women 

believe that inequality exists, what strategies have you used to overcome 
inequality, or what advice would you give African American women who believe 
that inequality keeps them back? 

 
62. What advice could you offer to a new African American female entering the 

urban school superintendency? 
 
63. What advice could you offer superintendents, headhunters, board or education, 

members of other ethnicities and/or gender regarding your perceptions of the 
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effect of race and gender for African American females within the 
superintendents?  

 
64. Based on your perception, what would be the advantages or disadvantages or a 

more equitable distribution of race and gender within the superintendency? 
 
65. In your opinion, how can racial and gender disproportionality be ameliorated 

within the superintendency? 
 
66. When you retire (or if already retired or have otherwise left the superintendency), 

what would (or did) you want people to say regarding your tenure as 
superintendent? 

 
67. If you had to live your professional life over again, what would you do 

differently, and why? 
 

CLOSING COMMENTS 

(This section is for additional comments or responses not included in the formal 
interview.) 

 
68. Do you have anything to add that we did not cover?  

 

This Interview Protocol was patterned after those used in the dissertations of Bloom 
(2001), Scott (1999), and Skrla (1998). 
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