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Abstract 

Despite holding 75% of certified positions in K–12 schools in the United States, women 

hold just 24% of public school superintendent positions. The purpose of this qualitative 

case study was to gain an understanding of why female principals and central office 

personnel attained superintendent credentials and have not yet applied for a 

superintendent position. The conceptual framework for the study was feminist standpoint 

theory, which is often used to guide research regarding the knowledge and understanding 

of marginalized groups. Two research questions were used to explore why female K–12 

principals attained their superintendent license and why they decided not to apply for the 

superintendency. Data were collected in a midAtlantic state via semistructured interviews 

with eight women leaders who obtained their licenses yet decided not to apply for the 

role at this point in their careers. In vivo and pattern coding were used to support 

thematic analysis. Key themes include professional and personal goals, encouraged by 

others, lack of experience or preparation, discrimination, and satisfaction found outside 

the superintendency. Participants identified the importance of encouragement and support 

and acknowledged ongoing gender discrimination, work-life challenges, position politics, 

and racial and gender biases. Recommendations include mentoring and internships for 

women to develop their leadership skills at the district level. Implications for positive 

social change include school district personnel and their school boards using these 

findings to adjust the ways they promote, mentor, and prepare women for leadership 

roles, especially the superintendency.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Introduction 

Superintendents are the chief executive officers of school districts (Guajardo, 

2015) responsible for the education of students in their communities (Sampson et al., 

2015). In the United States, women hold 75% of all certified positions in K–12 schools, 

serving as approximately 82% of elementary, middle, and high school teachers; 51.6% of 

all principal and assistant principals; and 78% of all central office administrators 

(Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Superville, 2017; Wallace, 2015). However, women fill 

fewer superintendent positions compared to men (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Maranto et 

al., 2018; Superville, 2017; Wallace, 2015). In fact, of the nation’s 13,728 school 

districts, women hold approximately 24% of 1,984 public school superintendent roles 

(Burkman & Lester, 2013; Superville, 2017). Although the percentage of female 

superintendents in major cities has increased, the overall percentage of female 

superintendents has increased by only 0.7% annually (Callahan, 2018; Wallace, 2015).  

Statistics for the Mid-Atlantic U.S. state, where this study took place, are similar 

to those for female K–12 educators across the nation. According to this state’s 

Department of Education in 2018, of the 135 K–12 school superintendents in the study 

state, 96 (71%) are men and 39 (29%) are women. Although there is little evidence 

suggesting men are more effective in carrying out the role of superintendent, men 

continue to dominate these positions and account for nearly 86% of all public K–12 

superintendents in the study state (Burkman & Lester, 2013; Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; 

Wallace, 2015). According to the U.S. Department of Education (2014), at the current 
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rate of increase, it will take at least 80 years for the percentage of female superintendents 

to reach that of their male counterparts.  

The fact that women hold at least 50% of all certified positions in K–12 education 

but are underrepresented in the superintendent is a phenomenon in need of investigation 

(Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Dent, 2018; Maranto et al., 2018; Sampson, 2018; 

Superville, 2017; Wallace, 2015). In this research study, I explored why female principals 

and central office personnel have pursued and attained superintendent credentials but 

have not applied for the superintendent position at this point in their careers.  

In Chapter 1, I describe the background of the study, problem statement, and 

purpose of the study. This chapter presents the two research questions that guided the 

study, the framework, and the nature of the study. I also describe the assumptions, scope, 

delimitations, limitations, and significance. 

Background 

Despite the high percentage of women holding K–12 educator positions, women 

are underrepresented among school district superintendents. This study was a means to 

explore that discrepancy by obtaining the perceptions and explanations of eight women 

who had attained superintendent credentials yet chosen not to apply for the position at 

this point in their careers. Blair (2016) and White (2017) suggested that women find it 

challenging to maintain a balance between meeting the requirements of traditional roles 

and fulfilling superintendent responsibilities. Similarly, Wyland (2016) explored the 

underrepresentation of women in Minnesota superintendent positions, finding that female 

superintendents viewed their ability to perform duties as mothers and wives to be 
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daunting while serving as superintendents. Robinson and Shakeshaft (2015) wrote about 

stress and other factors that negatively affected the health of female superintendents. 

Burkman and Lester (2013) investigated barriers that led to the disparities between male 

and female superintendents in the state of Texas. Their findings showed obstacles such as 

a lack of mentorship, gender bias, work-related conflicts, discrimination, favoritism, 

work-life conflicts, and low expectations. Bernal et al. (2017) found the role of parenting 

posed a significant obstacle for women aspiring to become school superintendents; Angel 

et al. (2013) also identified barriers including oppression, the selection process, and 

disconnection from professional networks. Robicheau and Krull (2016) argued that race, 

the need to prove qualifications, and microaggression stood in the way of superintendent 

roles for women in Minnesota. 

Sampson et al. (2015) identified self-imposed barriers related to self-perception, 

self-efficacy, and mistrust and jealousy in women’s relationships with other women, 

otherwise known as woman-to-woman gender bias. The gap in practice that I addressed 

was the lack of understanding of why female principals and central office personnel have 

attained superintendent credentials but not yet applied for the superintendent position at 

this point in their careers.  

Recent statistics show that women predominantly comprise the study state’s K–12 

principal and central office workforce (Burton & Weiner, 2016; Grissom et al., 2013; 

National Center of Education Statistics [NCES], 2016; State Department of Education, 

2018). However, men outnumber women in school superintendent positions, which are at 

the highest level of administration within a school district (Burton & Weiner, 2016; 
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Grissom et al., 2013; NCES, 2016; State Department of Education, 2018). In fact, there 

are almost three times as many male school superintendents in the United States as there 

are women (Burton & Weiner, 2016; Grissom et al., 2013; NCES, 2016; State 

Department of Education, 2018). With 135 K–12 school districts, the study state has 135 

school superintendents, 96 (71%) of whom are male and 39 (29%) are female (State 

Department of Education, 2018). Of the 3.6 million teachers in the United States’ 

workforce, 77% are female and 23% are male (Burton & Weiner, 2016; Grissom et al., 

2013). In 2016, the NCES indicated that, of the approximate 90,400 K–12 principals in 

the United States, 54% were female and 46% were male. Although female educators 

dominate the U.S. K–12 teacher and principal workforce, they are underrepresented in 

K–12 school superintendent positions (Burton & Weiner, 2016; Grissom et al., 2013; 

NCES, 2016; State Department of Education, 2018). Specifically, 24% of the country’s 

K–12 school superintendent positions are held by women; in turn, men make up 86% 

(NCES, 2016; State Department of Education, 2018). There is an underrepresentation of 

women among K–12 school superintendent positions across the United States. Similar to 

the gender disproportionality among school superintendents across the United States is 

the underrepresentation of women in state superintendent positions. 

The masculine leadership portrait of power and control is not always effective in 

the field of education (Watson et al., 2016). Men are more inclined to use an authoritative 

style, one that may be less successful when scrutinized by families and communities. In 

turn, women are more likely to solicit feedback and buy-in, thus empowering colleagues 
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and stakeholders by recognizing and drawing upon the knowledge and expertise of others 

(Watson et al., 2016).  

Whereas men spend fewer years as educators before assuming superintendent 

roles, women generally work their way up from teacher to assistant principal, principal, 

or central office personnel before applying for the position of superintendent (Grogan & 

Brunner, 2005; Lexia, 2018). This alternate path to top leadership is an asset for women, 

better preparing them for the superintendency. The additional years of teaching provide a 

better understanding of the fundamental concepts of student learning, furthering female 

superintendents’ success in the secondary role of instructional leader (Grogan & Brunner, 

2005). 

Another strength many women in education leadership roles share is a nurturing, 

protective nature (Flanagan, 2017). Rather than demand staff and students behave in a 

certain way, women leaders are more likely to provide guidance, reassurance, and firm 

support to help individuals determine the best course of action (Flanagan, 2017). In 

refuting societal perceptions of men being strong and women being weak, Flanagan 

(2017) argued, “Women are already tough. It just looks different” (para. 11).  

As a means of social change, findings from this study will advance the 

understanding of women in K–12 education leadership, their professional aspirations, and 

the career-limiting choices they make. Such knowledge may be helpful for school 

administrators and boards of directors in making promotion decisions and providing 

career training and support for women in superintendent positions. Subsequently, 

students may benefit from having more gender diversity in the superintendent role. 
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Problem Statement 

The problem that underlies this study is the underrepresentation of female K–12 

school superintendents in the U.S. Mid-Atlantic study state. To become a K–12 school 

superintendent in the study state, an individual must possess an active division 

superintendent license. Although some female central office personnel and principals 

currently hold the credentials deemed necessary for a K–12 school superintendent role, 

they have elected not to apply for the position. In this study, I explored why K–12 female 

principals and central office personnel in the study state who currently are eligible and 

hold an active division superintendent license have chosen not to apply for the position at 

this point in their careers. The gap in practice that I addressed was the lack of 

understanding why K–12 female principals and central office personnel have attained 

superintendent credentials but not yet applied for the superintendent position at this point 

in their careers.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of why female principals 

and central office personnel pursue and attain superintendent credentials but subsequently 

decide not to apply for the superintendent position. To achieve this understanding, I 

interviewed a representative sample of female educators who have attained the 

credentials for the superintendency but have not yet applied for the position at this point 

in their careers.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this qualitative study: 
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Research Question 1 (RQ1): How do female K–12 principals and central office 

personnel who have attained the superintendent certification explain why they attained 

the certification?  

Research Question 2 (RQ2): How do female K–12 principals and central office 

personnel who have attained the superintendent certification explain what factors 

influenced their decisions not to apply for the superintendency at this point in their 

careers?  

Framework 

My study was framed within feminist standpoint theory. This theory provided a 

lens through which I achieved an understanding of the participants’ constructed 

knowledge of the superintendency based on the specific context from which the women 

constructed their own understanding. Standpoint theory emphasizes that individuals 

construct knowledge from a combination of resources available within the specific 

context of their experiences (Sprague, 2005). Standpoint theorists argue that 

understanding a world perspective is best accomplished through understanding the 

personal experiences of the marginalized individuals represented by that perspective 

(Smith, 2015; Sprague, 2005). Feminist standpoint theory, as modified by Harding 

(2004), was the framework grounding this study. Feminist standpoint theory gained 

prominence in the 1970s and 80s as a critical theory used to guide research regarding the 

relationship between knowledge production and practices of power (Harding, 2004). In 

the case of this study, the individuals who have been marginalized were women aspiring 

to the superintendency. Given women’s history of social and cultural subordination in the 



8 

 

public, an understanding of marginality theoretically informs feminist standpoint theory, 

which highlights personal experience (Gardiner et al., 2000).  

The feminist standpoint theory can account for differences in the experiences of 

men and women not otherwise automatically or consciously observed (Stovall et al., 

2015). Feminist standpoint theory provides a lens through which differences in the 

identities and experiences of men and women are visible in society and in the workplace, 

facilitating identification and examination of possible causes and specific circumstances 

for the gender disproportionality, disparity, and inequities found in the superintendency 

(Pasque, 2013).  

Feminist standpoint theory was an appropriate framework for this study, in which 

I explored the reasons why female K–12 principals and central office personnel attain 

superintendent certification yet have not yet applied for the superintendency. Answering 

the two research questions, which pertain to members of this population and their 

decisions to both obtain superintendent certification and not to pursue the role at this 

point of their careers, also depended upon feminist standpoint theory to explore women’s 

perceptions and experiences. Finally, I drew upon feminist standpoint theory to craft the 

interview protocol, and I returned to this framework to analyze data and discuss findings. 

The crux of standpoint theory is that marginalized populations—in this case, 

women—can contribute much to the understanding of the world put forth by dominant 

populations (Robinson, 2016). The foundation of feminist standpoint theory enabled me 

to focus on the experiences and perceptions of the marginalized population of female K–

12 principals and central office personnel who have attained their superintendent 
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certification yet elected not yet to apply for the position. The study’s two research 

questions aligned with feminist standpoint theory in that they allowed exploration of the 

eight participants’ explanations for these decisions. 

As a means to answer the research questions, the open-ended interview questions 

were also in line with feminist standpoint theory. To explore the topic under study, I 

developed 10 interview questions, which I posed to all eight participants. Following 

transcription of each interview, I used feminist standpoint theory to guide data 

interpretation, coding, identification of themes, and final analysis. The conceptual 

framework is further developed in Chapter 2. 

Nature of the Study 

This study was completed using a qualitative case study design, with data 

gathered from interviews with eight K–12 female central office personnel and female 

school principals in an urban school district in the U.S. Mid-Atlantic study state. 

Researchers use qualitative methodology to explore the lived experiences of participants 

with a shared phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Whereas 

quantitative researchers seek to obtain statistics and other quantitative data to test 

findings, qualitative scholars are interested more in the how and why of individuals’ 

perceptions (Yin, 2017). Qualitative research is descriptive, which was appropriate for 

the present study. Qualitative inquiry was best suited for this study, as it enabled the 

collection of detailed information about why K–12 female principals and central office 

personnel who have attained superintendent certification have chosen not to apply for the 

superintendency at this point in their careers. 
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The study design was a qualitative case study that included personnel from one 

school district. The case study design is appropriate for researchers to investigate an issue 

in a particular setting or context using one or more cases (Creswell, 2013). Case study 

researchers isolate their study within a bounded system with clear delimitations and 

criteria. Interviews are an appropriate method of data collection in the case study design. 

In the present study, data came from one-on-one, semistructured interviews with eight 

female principals (n = 4) and central office personnel (n = 4) who have attained 

superintendent certification but chosen not to apply for the position at this point in their 

careers. Upon completion of all interviews, I analyzed the resulting data relevant to 

answer the research questions for this study.  

Definitions 

The following definitions help to clarify the current study. 

Central office personnel. The central office serves as the administrative center of 

a school district. Central office personnel are members of the senior leadership team who 

work in district leadership (Sampson et al., 2015).  

Glass ceiling. The glass ceiling is an unseen yet impassible barrier that keeps 

minorities and women from rising to the upper rungs of the corporate ladder, regardless 

of their qualifications or achievements (Pruitt, 2015). 

Superintendency/superintendent. The school superintendency is the complex and 

political office held by the senior educational leader in a K–12 school district (Wallace, 

2015). The superintendent is the chief executive officer of a school district who plays a 
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major role in the launching and sustaining of initiatives for instructional improvement in 

the district (Guajardo, 2015). 

Assumptions 

Assumptions of a research study are aspects accepted as true by the researcher, 

although unproven. One assumption associated with this study was that participants 

honestly and openly responded to the interview questions.  

Scope and Delimitations 

The scope of this study was the perceptions of K–12 female educators who hold 

superintendent licenses, with a sample of eight principals (n = 4) and central office 

personnel (n = 4) employed in the U.S. Mid-Atlantic state of the study. The scope is a 

clear definition of the extent of content that was covered in the study to reach logical 

conclusions and give conclusive and satisfactory answers to the research questions 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Taylor et al., 2016). Recruitment was bounded to the study 

state by selecting participants who have attained superintendent certification and who had 

not yet applied for the superintendency.  

Delimitations are boundaries within the researcher’s control (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016; Taylor et al., 2016). To be eligible for the study, participants were required to 

identify as female, had been in their current role for at least 2 years at the time of the 

study, had obtained a superintendent license, and had decided not to apply for a 

superintendent role at this point in their careers. 
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Limitations 

As in any study, limitations merit consideration (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Taylor 

et al., 2016). The focus of this study, a single school district in a U.S. Mid-Atlantic state, 

was a limitation, as results may not be directly transferable outside the district. The 

sample size of eight participants was another limitation that further impacted 

generalizability. In addition, as all participants worked for the same school district, they 

may have had similar experiences or perceptions that would not be accurate or true in 

another district. The study may be limited by any biases the researcher may possess. 

However, every effort was made to eliminate researcher biases. 

Significance 

The job of superintendent involves addressing issues related to student 

achievement, politics, organizational change, state and federal mandates, school law, 

budget and finance, and the media (K. K. Robinson, 2014). Women who reach leadership 

positions in education experience both triumphs and tribulations during their tenure as 

superintendents (Cassidy, 2018; Noppe et al., 2013). It is important to study this 

phenomenon to gain a better understanding of the lack of parity to determine the steps 

necessary to increase opportunities for women who aspire to hold educational 

administration and superintendent roles. The positive social change as a result of this 

study may apply to current and future female school superintendents through actions by 

school districts, leadership programs, and policy decisions regarding hiring practices and 

advertising of positions.  
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Implications for positive social change affect many stakeholders. First, female K–

12 principals and central office personnel may better understand the realities of the 

superintendent position and the obstacles they may face in aspiring to it. Such knowledge 

could inspire them to not only attain certification for the superintendency, but to apply for 

the position. School administrators and boards of directors may draw upon this study’s 

findings in promotion decisions, perhaps by looking for the best candidate and not only at 

the male candidate and creating training opportunities for under-represented populations. 

If school leaders implement these findings, achieving better gender diversity in K–12 

superintendent positions might extend positive social change to students in the district as 

well as members of the community overall. 

Summary 

The problem addressed by this study was the underrepresentation of female K–12 

school superintendents in a U.S. Mid-Atlantic state. Although 75% of certified positions 

in U.S. K–12 education are held by women, only 24% of school superintendents are 

women. The qualitative case study approach allowed me to explore the phenomenon 

under study. The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of why female 

principals and central office personnel have pursued and attained superintendent 

credentials yet have not yet applied for the superintendent position at this point in their 

careers. Feminist standpoint theory served as the framework. In Chapter 1, I also 

presented the two guiding research questions, relevant definitions, as well as the 

assumptions, scope, delimitations, and limitations pertaining to the research. This study is 

significant in that uncovering female educators’ perspectives and decisions regarding 
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application to the K–12 superintendency is one step toward increasing the opportunities 

for women in achieving such roles. Current and aspiring female superintendents will 

benefit from the findings of this study. 

Women face many challenges in achieving work-life balance, especially with 

regard to highly demanding professions such as that of a K–12 superintendent (Blair, 

2016; Coats, 2020; White, 2017; Wyland, 2016). Women encounter many barriers and 

challenges in aspiring to the superintendency, including gender bias, discrimination, 

favoritism, and a lack of professional networks and mentoring (Angel et al., 2013; 

Burkman & Lester, 2013). In addition, some of these barriers are self-imposed, as women 

may have negative self-perceptions and self-efficacy, as well as a concern for sacrificing 

their personal lives in favor of their professional lives.  

Chapter 2 includes an overview of the literature search strategy, including sources 

consulted and keywords searched. Further exploration of the framework entails a 

discussion of key theorists and scholars, as well as its application to this study. 

Following, I thoroughly review and synthesize the existing research base and the 

framework to position this study in the body of research.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The problem that underlies this study is the underrepresentation of female K–12 

school superintendents in the U.S. Mid-Atlantic study state. The purpose of this study 

was to gain an understanding of why female principals and central office personnel have 

pursued and attained superintendent credentials but have not yet applied for the 

superintendent position. The population was female K–12 principals and central office 

personnel in the U.S. Mid-Atlantic study state. Although women hold 75% of certified 

K–12 positions in U.S. schools, less than 24% of U.S. school superintendents are female 

(Burkman & Lester, 2013; Superville, 2017). This disparity has been a topic of study 

since the 1970s (Fuller et al., 2018). 

Employment parity in the field of education would be in alignment with society’s 

basic notions of equality and fairness (Fuller et al., 2018). Not only do students notice 

when there is more equitable leadership, but families are appreciative as well, viewing 

women in superintendent roles as an example that women and minorities can achieve and 

succeed in upper-echelon educational leadership roles (Lexia, 2018). The presence of 

women in superintendent roles helps to alter the longstanding male-only image of a 

school superintendent (Lexia, 2018). 

This chapter begins with a description of the literature search strategy, including 

databases accessed and search terms used. A discussion of the framework follows with 

more information on feminist standpoint theory, which underlies this study. Next, I 

provide an extensive review of literature related to the key variables and concepts 

associated with this study. Topics of interest include a history of the superintendency and 
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women in these roles, as well as challenges of the superintendency and those specific to 

women in educational leadership.  

Literature Search Strategy 

Conducting a thorough review of recent literature related to this topic was 

essential to obtain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. Searches of the Walden 

University Library centered on the following databases: EBSCO, ERIC, SAGE Journals, 

and Academic Search Premier. Key terms and combinations of terms searched in all 

databases and in Google Scholar were superintendent, superintendency, women in 

leadership, superintendent challenges, underrepresentation of female superintendents, 

history of the superintendency, history of female superintendents, path to the 

superintendency, female leadership challenges, feminist theory, Marxist feminist 

framework, professional isolation, glass ceiling, and central office higher education 

personnel. In reviewing search results, I gave priority to peer-reviewed scholarly journal 

articles published between 2016 and 2020. 

Framework 

Feminist standpoint theory served as the framework for this study. The theory is 

useful when researchers wish to explore the roles, expectations, and biases relevant to 

genders across a range of systems, including family, religious, and political (Wallace, 

2015). Feminist standpoint theory allows an examination of women’s lived experiences 

(Gardiner et al., 2000); the objective of this study is one such examination, using a 

sample of eight female K–12 principals (n = 4) and central office personnel (n = 4) who 
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have earned certification for the superintendency and opted not to pursue the position at 

this point in their careers.  

As a critical theory, feminist standpoint theory emerged in the 1970s as a means 

of guiding research regarding women’s knowledge, ability, and leadership (Harding, 

2004; Hekman, 1997). Proponents of feminist standpoint theory called for equal rights 

and representation of women, with women serving as equal contributors in creating 

knowledge and policy (Sherman et al., 2008). Under the lens of feminist standpoint 

theory, scholars have also investigated the reasons for gender disparity in both society at 

large and the workplace in particular (Pasque, 2013). As it relates to the current study, 

feminist standpoint theory enabled understanding of the lack of representation of women 

in K–12 superintendent positions. 

Many scholars have relied upon feminist standpoint theory to study women and 

K–12 superintendent positions. As identified by Ramazanoğlu and Holland (2002), “A 

feminist standpoint has to take account of diversity in women’s experiences and the 

interconnecting power relations between women” (p. 66). K. Robinson (2016) conducted 

a qualitative study to explore the lived experiences of 20 women who had left K–12 

superintendent positions in Virginia. In doing so, the researcher relied upon the concept 

of feminist standpoint theory to keep the participants and their experiences at the center 

of the study. In a study of pathways to the superintendency, Brookins (2018) explored the 

relationship between knowledge and power as understood by female assistant 

superintendents in accordance with feminist standpoint theory. Smith (2015) used 

feminist standpoint theory and feminist poststructuralist theory to explore the low 
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numbers of female superintendents in K–12 schools in Mississippi through interviews 

with 15 female superintendents during the 2014–2015 school year. Chief among Smith’s 

findings was the impact of gender discrimination on not only the superintendents’ 

professional roles, but their personal lives as well. In addition, Smith suggested that 

women may have contributed to the discrimination by denying the presence of any 

gender-related challenges. To mitigate the ongoing lack of representation of women 

among Mississippi K–12 superintendents in line with feminist standpoint theory, Smith 

recommended that both undergraduate and graduate educational leadership programs 

incorporate gender consciousness into the curriculum. 

According to standpoint theory, the perspectives of dominant groups are 

insufficient to understand the world. Rather, outsiders and marginalized individuals 

contribute multiple meanings, all of which factor into humans’ understanding (K. K. 

Robinson, 2014). The use of feminist standpoint theory allowed K. Robinson (2014) to 

maintain a focus on the study subjects: 20 women who had left the superintendency in 

Virginia. The researcher conducted a qualitative narrative study to understand the reasons 

why women left the position and the stories they told about their experiences. After 

analyzing interview data, K. Robinson identified four major themes as justification for 

why women departed their roles: (a) unrealistic expectations, (b) work-life imbalance and 

exhaustion, (c) stakeholder conflict, and (d) wanting to leave on their own terms. Finally, 

Brookins (2018) examined the obstacles and motivators of female assistant 

superintendents using the framework of feminist standpoint theory. In the qualitative 

study, Brookins conducted semistructured interviews with 12 female assistant 
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superintendents in a metropolitan area to explore their experiences and perceptions 

regarding their career paths. Similar to other researchers (e.g., Connell et al., 2015; 

Manfredi, 2017; Martin, 2017; Peterson, 2017; Sampson et al., 2015; Smith, 2015), 

Brookins identified gender bias, stereotypes, and social roles and expectations as barriers 

to women’s career advancement. The female assistant superintendents related having to 

own their professional choices, as career advancement usually meant sacrifice at home. 

Common traits among all 12 participants were the presence of self-motivation and 

leadership qualities (Brookins, 2018).  

Literature Review Related to Key Variables and Concepts 

A search of the literature returned a number of peer-reviewed studies, articles, and 

books relevant to the current study. These include the history of the superintendency and 

women in such positions, as well as obstacles and challenges faced by women aspiring to 

superintendent positions. The following literature review includes discussions of these 

topics informed by prior research.  

Research on the Superintendency 

Establishment of the school superintendent position came from a need for 

accountability in the spending of state-issued funds for education. Initially, the 

superintendency was a supervisory position for overseeing fiscal matters; however, the 

role has continued to change and expand to include multiple other personnel and 

instructional leadership responsibilities (K. K. Robinson, 2014). Current research about 

the superintendency relates to performance, challenges and barriers, gender bias and 

stereotypes, mentoring, inadequate preparation, and longevity (Blair, 2016; Brookins, 
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2018; Coccia, 2019; Connell et al., 2015; Hajek & Ahmad, 2017; Morillo, 2017; 

Superville, 2017; White, 2017). The basis for this research is primarily the experiences of 

men in the role of superintendent.  

The modern-day school superintendent carries out a majority of the roles and 

duties of the office in a very public manner (Polka & Letchka, 2018). This presence is 

becoming increasingly more acute in communities across the United States, as school 

leaders focus on implementing the key accountability provisions of state and federal 

legislative acts reforming education (Brandt, 2015). There is now a demand for effective 

and inspired leadership (Polka & Letchka, 2018). With the increasing need for 

knowledgeable, skilled, and responsible citizens, the pressure on schools intensifies. 

Making sure every child is successful requires everyone’s best effort (Marzano et al., 

2005). 

Role of the Superintendent  

Copeland (2013) found that superintendents serve many roles within their 

practice, such as manager, planner, listener, communicator, and community liaison. Of 

these roles, the communicator appeared to be the most vital (Copeland, 2013; Henry et 

al., 2006). Successful superintendents can influence staff and student behavior and 

promote school reform through effective communication (Kowalski, 1995). Despite the 

potential for positive impact, the role of superintendent, although prestigious, comes with 

many challenges. 

In an attempt to better understand the role and effectiveness of the superintendent, 

Devono and Price (2012) studied how principals and teachers perceived their leaders. The 
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researchers found a superintendent must fulfill multiple roles to successfully bring about 

change while relying on district stakeholders to effectively improve the learning 

environment and education within the classroom (Devono & Price, 2012). 

Superintendents cannot merely develop one model that works well in all contexts, nor can 

they work in isolation. Halevy et al. (2011) found that a visionary superintendent attracts 

more followers, especially in the midst of change.  

School superintendents hold a broad set of administrative and supervisory 

responsibilities that vary based on the size of the school district. Hiring and firing of 

senior staff, addressing teacher and staff disciplinary matters, and managing the budget 

are their primary administrative responsibilities (Meador, 2014). A superintendent must 

partner with the district’s board of education, maintaining an open, two-way line of 

communication, attending board meetings, and making recommendations regarding the 

district’s day-to-day operations (Meador, 2014). In most districts, superintendents are 

also responsible for overseeing the implementation and enforcement of all state and 

federal statutes and programs relating to schools (Browne, n.d.; Meador, 2014). 

Superintendent Leadership Traits 

Effective leaders must have a clear sense of purpose, use strategies to mobilize 

many people to solve problems, be accountable in measured and debatable indicators of 

success, and undergo assessment of their success in engaging employees’ intrinsic 

commitment (Cole, 2018; Fullan, 2017; McCaffery, 2018; Nash, 2018). As district 

leaders, superintendents incorporate these traits into their daily practice (Davis & 

Maldonado, 2015; Martin & O’Meara, 2017; Morillo, 2017; Sperandio & Devdas, 2015). 



22 

 

A school superintendent is, in effect, the chief executive officer of a school district 

(Guajardo, 2015), holding general management responsibilities, including hiring senior 

staff (Browne, n.d.). Superintendents typically oversee education standards and student 

achievement, plan budgets and allocate resources, and serve as the primary point of 

contact for interactions with government agencies (Meador, 2014). 

Women in the Superintendency 

Glass (2012) identified a typical pathway for women to the superintendency, from 

teacher to principal, to central office position, and then to superintendent. Although 

teachers, the majority of whom are women, may rely on research and past practice to 

improve their craft, few published individual accounts, biographies, histories, case 

studies, or ethnographies about female superintendents are available (Brunner, 2015). 

The four characteristics of effective teachers as identified by Cruickshank and Haefele 

(2014) are competent, reflective, respectful, and analytical. However, as female teachers 

move up the administrative ranks to superintendent, the qualities that define them as 

effective are unclear due to the lack of research. 

Using a qualitative narrative design, Morillo (2017) administered semistructured 

interviews to a sample of eight female superintendents in New Jersey to learn about the 

women’s lived experiences in their positions and career progression. Specifically, the 

researcher explored how gender and social norms intersected with participants’ career 

development into leaders. Morillo also wanted to examine barriers to success as well as 

strategies to mitigate those challenges. Morillo identified three elements necessary for 
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women to develop their professional and personal leadership skills: motivation, job 

opportunities, and mentoring.  

In the K–12 setting, Blair (2016) conducted a qualitative narrative study to 

explore the lived experiences and perceptions of three female urban middle school 

(Grades 6–8) administrators: a principal, vice principal, and business administrator. 

Using a range of positions, the researcher sought to obtain perspectives of women with 

different levels of experience within the same field. Upon analysis of collected data, Blair 

identified five themes: (a) male colleagues perpetuated gender dominance; (b) women 

often doubted themselves; (c) having a mentor, or being a mentor, was crucial; (d) the 

women had to maintain their determination and drive; and (e) women faced an ongoing 

struggle regarding work-life balance. Blair did not, however, identify whether any of 

these women held superintendent certification. 

History of Women in the Superintendency 

From the colonial period through the mid-19th century, schoolteachers and 

leaders were primarily men (Brunner & Grogan, 2017). By the 1850s, female teachers 

were becoming more prevalent; however, local and state officials held school 

administration roles only for men (Blount, 2013). The first female superintendents 

appeared in the early 1900s, elected to the positions to replace dishonest men (Funk, 

2014). Appointment to the superintendency was by election, and soon women held 

almost 28% of the positions nationwide (Funk, 2014). The perception of women in this 

role was that they were honest, credible, and successful (Brunner & Grogan, 2017). In an 

attempt to regain control, however, male superintendent groups began a national effort to 
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have school positions appointed and not elected (Blount, 2013). These groups were 

successful in their quest and, because it was men who were appointing superintendents, 

the percentage of female superintendents rapidly declined (Funk, 2014). 

Appointment of the first woman to hold a superintendent position did not occur 

until after the U.S. Civil War, when men leaving to fight in the war created multiple 

teaching vacancies that women ultimately filled. Sudlow, an experienced teacher, 

attained the position of principal and then became the first women school district 

superintendent in 1874 (Iowa Pathways, 2012). Her appointment led to more women 

seeking and obtaining leadership positions in education. However, despite increased 

numbers of women from culturally diverse backgrounds achieving certifications in 

educational administration and superintendent positions, women are still 

underrepresented in the role of school superintendent (Kowalski et al., 2011).  

Although the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Women’s Educational Equity Act 

of 1974 proposed equal opportunities for women in educational administration (Brunner 

& Grogan, 2017), women still face an array of job-embedded challenges that keep them 

from attaining the roles. Funk (2014) studied the characteristics of a small group of 

successful female superintendents and found eight recurring themes, as follows: being a 

visionary, acting professionally, being creative, communicating effectively, motivating 

others, being committed to their job and the students, and possessing the stamina to 

sustain their role.  
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Women’s Success in the Superintendency  

Dobie and Hummel (2016) studied women who had achieved the position of 

superintendent and what they believed led them to a successful career. The following five 

categories arose from their study: (a) awareness of a need for spirituality, (b) dependence 

on a trustworthy person, (c) cognizance of leadership styles and power, (d) an inclination 

to use metacognition, and (e) silence caused by denial or repression (Dobie & Hummel, 

2016). Folta et al. (2012) examined the skills of women leaders who have successfully 

created change. They found that successful leaders favored a transformational style of 

leadership consistent with the female gender role, providing a vision and inspiring others. 

Contrary to their male counterparts, women often delegate or lean toward facilitative 

leadership (Kelsey et al., 2014). Other researchers found mentors to be a tool for 

overcoming barriers and obtaining advice for career advancement (Garn & Brown, 2018; 

Hajek & Ahmad, 2017; Lane-Washington & Wilson-Jones, 2015; Morillo, 2017). 

Because teaching is a female-dominated field and the superintendency is a male-

dominated position, research regarding women in the role of superintendent is essential. 

Brunner (1998) agreed that women can succeed in the superintendency and serve as role 

models for other women aspiring to the role. Because of the lack of women who currently 

hold superintendent positions, there is a lack of role models, mentors, and networks for 

women (Chisholm-Burns et al., 2017; Hoyt & Murphy, 2016; White, 2017), which may 

be one reason they do not aspire to be superintendents.  
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Challenges, Barriers, and Isolation 

School leaders face an array of challenges, from raising student achievement to 

managing facilities with limited funding, along with barriers as a result of a 

nontraditional career path and prevailing gender bias in the field. Superintendents are 

leaders who will fulfill the organization’s strategic requirements as well as meet the 

needs of all employees. Since the 1950s, there has been a significant decline in the 

average tenure of a superintendent, from over 20 years to about 5 years (Carter & 

Cunningham, 1997). Longer superintendent tenures, however, have a more positive effect 

on student achievement (Pascopella, 2011). Succession to the top leadership positions in 

an organization can be isolating, in that it separates leaders and leaves them without peers 

(Rokach, 2014; Sehorn, 2020). In isolation, leaders often have no one to tend to their 

needs (Rokach, 2014).  

Challenges of the Superintendency 

Becoming a new superintendent has both opportunities and challenges. 

Surrounded by staff, courted by the media, and highly visible in the community, new 

superintendents may still feel abandoned and isolated (Farrell, 2013). Being a 

superintendent means balancing intense and often competing pressures. In 2011, the 

Elementary & Secondary Education Act waiver replaced No Child Left Behind, requiring 

school districts to either show an increased level of growth within all subgroups or face 

the possibility of financial sanctions (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). In the current 

educational climate, chief administrators must revamp controversial teacher evaluation 

systems and implement extensive curriculum changes to adhere to standards (Farrell, 
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2013). The vast challenges associated with the superintendency multiply for individuals 

in the minority, including women. 

For at least 4 decades, researchers have been interested in determining what 

challenges lead superintendents to leave their school districts (Iannaccone & Lutz, 1970). 

On the whole, however, superintendent turnover lacks a well-developed research base 

(Natkin et al., 2012). In an ever-changing and complex academic environment, 

researchers have noted the need for studies of superintendent turnover with recent data 

that allow consideration of the roles and relationships of superintendents and school 

boards (Fusarelli, 2005; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2018). To overcome the many challenges 

associated with the superintendency, effective leadership is essential. 

Another common challenge superintendents describe when discussing their work 

is that there is too much to do, with new mandates and policies contributing to 

already-overloaded job roles (Glass et al., 2015). Superintendents are interested in 

curriculum and instruction and understand their importance; however, the daily realities 

of their jobs subvert even the most committed professionals (Bredeson & Kose, 2017). 

According to Thomas (2014), the predominant issues superintendents face are instability, 

school board relations, and the politics of public school governance. In addition, 

superintendents receive further responsibilities through both state and federal mandates 

(Sharp & Walter, 1997). Once considered the instructional leader and teacher of teachers, 

the role of superintendent has shifted to politics and collaboration focused on educational 

excellence (Thomas, 2014).  
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More recently, federal accountability measures have intensified demands for 

superintendents to attend to assessment and student learning outcomes in their districts 

(Brandt, 2015; Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). Performance-based accountability is 

the direct measurement of student performance, disaggregated by school and by type of 

student (Burkinshaw & White, 2017). The use of those data to make judgments about 

how well schools perform has created another challenge for superintendents, directly 

altering how school leaders manage their school systems (Choy, 2013). 

A result of the challenges faced by superintendents is turnover. In the early 1990s, 

the average superintendent tenure was 2.5 years in large urban districts (Rist, 1990). 

Between 1970 and 2015, Björk (2015) found that the mean tenure of superintendents 

ranged from 5.6 to just under 7 years. Similarly, Glass and Franceschini (2017) measured 

turnover rates at an average of 6 years. Examining the figures for 2016, Glass and 

Franceschini found the mean tenure was 5.5 years, with 42.2% of superintendents staying 

for 3 years or fewer. Important to note, however, is that the majority of studies 

concerning the impact of administrative turnover on student achievement also included 

school administrators (Baker & Cooper, 2005; Bista & Glassman, 1998; Hallinger & 

Heck, 1997). 

Barriers to the Superintendency 

Following an extensive literature review, Connell et al. (2015) identified a 

number of barriers women face in their pursuit of achieving the school superintendency. 

In general, they found women often lacked career planning services, mentoring 

relationships, proper preparation, and the support of selection committees. Brookins 
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(2018) focused on the scarcity of assistant superintendents in a qualitative exploration 

using a framework of feminist standpoint theory. In the study, 12 female assistant 

superintendents participated in semistructured interviews to relate their career paths. 

From the interviews, Brookins identified common barriers, such as gender bias and 

stereotypes, societal roles, gender expectations, and cultural norms. Positive traits 

displayed by the women were clear leadership qualities, strong motivation, and positive 

self-perception (Brookins, 2018). 

Although more women are entering senior-level leadership, research on the actual 

experiences, challenges, and barriers individuals encounter while serving as district 

leaders almost universally involves men. There is also limited knowledge from women 

leaders on the factors associated with their decision to enter the superintendency, as well 

as the challenges and barriers women encounter while serving in a senior leadership 

position (Pascopella, 2011). A primary barrier is the field’s prevailing gender bias, 

forcing women to employ strategies to overcome inequity. Insight into this experience 

will be beneficial to women who aspire to any senior-level leadership position (Lane-

Washington & Wilson-Jones, 2015).  

Amid the challenges faced by all superintendents, female superintendents 

encounter additional barriers. As of 2012, just 23% of all school superintendents were 

women, a number growing at only 0.7% annually (Wallace, 2015). As suggested by 

Shakeshaft (1989), the U.S. system of public education is a direct reflection of society as 

a whole, pointing to a great deal of stratification among women in education. Robinson 

(2018) found that women leave the superintendency because they expected to make an 
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instructional impact and discovered the primary purpose of the position was otherwise. 

The pressure of the school board attempting to micromanage female superintendents was 

also a key factor in their departure (Brunner & Grogan, 2017). 

Women reported feeling they had to excel in all areas of their lives when serving 

as superintendent, in essence becoming a “superwoman” (K. K. Robinson, 2014, 2018). 

Not only is it important to excel in their professional role, but women put additional 

pressure on themselves to feel fulfilled in their home and personal life (K. K. Robinson, 

2018). Although the traditional expectations of women as the primary caregiver have 

weakened, Dana and Bourisaw (2016) noted that such expectations have not entirely 

subsided. Loder (2005) found that a woman’s stress in education leadership positions 

comes from her struggle of having to be an instructional leader, wife, mother, and 

caretaker, among other roles. 

In an attempt to prove themselves as a superintendent, women often take on more 

than the average workload associated with the position (Robinson, 2018). Self-imposed 

expectations arise from a perceived need to be an expert in all areas, especially those seen 

as weaknesses for women, such as the budget and school operations (Grogan & Brunner, 

2005). Women have reported that it is essential for them to be perfect in such a 

competitive environment (Dana & Bourisaw, 2016). However, women are leaving the 

superintendency prematurely due to gender disparity (Brunner & Grogan, 2017). Capable 

women are disadvantaged as a result of various combinations of social and cultural 

isolation (Brunner & Grogan, 2017). Women are marginalized by their gender because so 

few of them hold superintendent roles (Brunner & Grogan, 2017; Funk, 2014). Also, 
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female superintendents have to work harder at networking and gaining acceptance from 

their predominantly male peers (Brunner & Grogan, 2017). 

Similar to studies of women choosing not to pursue the superintendency, Steyn 

(2015) explored the reasons teachers initially aspired to be school principals, yet 

ultimately chose not to pursue the position. To investigate these abandoned aspirations, 

Steyn conducted a qualitative case study of 15 teachers, drawing upon a feminist 

theoretical foundation. Through individual interviews, the researcher explored 

participants’ ideas, perceptions, and experiences related to the phenomenon. Three 

themes emerged as dissuading teachers from pursuing the principalship, as follows: 

(a) the experiences of other women in similar roles; (b) obstacles faced by other female 

principals, both intrinsic and extrinsic; and (c) a lack of training and support to prepare 

them for such a role (Steyn, 2015). 

Bias and Inequality 

Brunner (2015) interviewed 12 female superintendents to determine if patterns in 

and discussion about their superintendency experiences contained evidence of inequality. 

In general, the women in the study had difficulty speaking about the power that came 

with being a superintendent. Participants were unclear as to why they were 

uncomfortable talking about power, which they admitted was not a word in their regular 

vocabulary. Wolf (1994) contended that women struggle in speaking about power 

because they feel it is not culturally acceptable. Brunner (2015) also found that female 

superintendents experienced an unnatural silence in various ways. For example, when 

female superintendents spoke, board members would not give them the attention they 
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deserved. Female superintendents also recalled board members not paying attention when 

they gave a presentation, something they suspected would not happen with male 

superintendents. Lastly, female superintendents reported being either ignored or 

interrupted often at meetings with colleagues in a male-dominated room (Brunner, 2015). 

Dobie and Hummel (2016) found that educational leaders are deeply and 

subconsciously involved in perpetuating a system designed to keep women out of top 

leadership positions. The U.S. public school superintendency continues to be the most 

gender-stratified executive position in the country, with men 40 times more likely than 

women to advance from teaching to the top leadership role in schools (Skrla et al., 2015). 

As noted by Brunner (2015), beliefs and actions exhibited by male superintendents were 

unnatural for women because of the gender-specific expectations inherent in U.S. culture. 

Women reported adverse experiences resulting from a social norm that having a female 

in the role of superintendent is unnatural, owing to cultural beliefs about whether a 

particular job is acceptable for a woman. Lane-Washington and Wilson-Jones (2015) 

contended that, regardless of the growth women experience, they must learn to function 

in a male-dominated leadership culture where it is difficult for women to break through 

the glass ceiling. 

In the field of education, parity has not yet occurred in regard to the hiring and 

representation of women in positions such as principal, assistant principal, and 

superintendent (Kerr et al., 2018). Women continue to be overrepresented in the 

classroom yet lag in numbers in administrative roles. In an attempt to achieve equity in 

the education field, Guy and McCandless (2012) suggested prioritizing studies on gender-
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based distribution of high-level public education positions. However, Kerr et al. (2018) 

noted that any improvements to the current numbers would be incremental.  

According to Nadler and Stockdale (2012), women are significantly 

disadvantaged and mistreated in the workplace compared to their male counterparts. Top 

positions—and the benefits that accompany those top positions—often bypass women 

and go to men (Nadler & Stockdale, 2012). Explicit gender bias favoring men leads to 

hiring, promotion, and career opportunities not available to women (Sarsons, 2017). 

Nadler and Stockdale determined that, when applying for a higher-level position, men 

appear competent and likable, whereas women seem merely competent. For this change 

to surface, however, there needs to be more attention directed toward measuring the 

representation of women in administrative roles. Furthermore, researchers must identify 

the factors that influence this gender-based inequity. However, as shown in the literature 

review, much of the research regarding administrative roles comes from the perspectives 

of men. 

While serving in the role of superintendent, women encounter challenges solely 

based on gender bias and stereotypes. Wallace (2015) found board member perceptions 

of women were that women were not capable managers and were unqualified to handle 

budgets and finance. Women affirmed the “good old boy” network still existed in the 

superintendency (Brunner, 2015; Hajek & Ahmad, 2017; Wallace, 2015). Participants in 

Wallace’s (2015) study reported that board members needed to have experience with a 

woman superintendent, giving her a chance to prove her ability, before a change in 

attitude would occur. 



34 

 

Isolation in the Superintendency 

The greatest challenge some superintendents face is professional isolation due to 

administrative demands, political challenges, and operational duties, which often remove 

them from daily interaction with teachers and students (Hatch & Roegman, 2012; Jazzar 

& Kimball, 2014). Many social theorists have studied and analyzed the concepts of 

isolation and loneliness. Rook (1984) saw isolation as an enduring condition of emotional 

distress taking place when a person feels estranged from, misunderstood by, or rejected 

by others. Zavaleta et al. (2014) defined isolation as the deprivation of social 

connectedness. Mercer (1996) viewed isolation as self-induced, purporting that leaders 

isolate themselves from colleagues to avoid implications for their authority if they were 

to be emotionally close with colleagues. Guptill (2013) identified isolation as emerging 

from the bureaucratic structure of educational institutions, resulting in stress and 

seclusion. 

Upon entering the field of education as a teacher, women in most cases find many 

peers with whom to build social and emotional bonds. Moving up the ranks into 

leadership positions leads to less peer interaction. Because women are underrepresented 

in the superintendency, they may struggle to build relationships with their new peers. 

Furthermore, women may be outcast from male cliques as a result of gender differences 

(Shakeshaft, 1989). When coupled with the feelings of isolation inherently in the 

superintendency, women often experience extensive loneliness. 

The culture of isolation is inherent in education, where the hierarchy lends itself 

to keeping members departmentalized and away from one another (Guptill, 2013). 
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Superintendents are unable to share their triumphs and tribulations with like-minded 

peers, as they hold the only position at that level. Mercer (1996) contended that feelings 

of isolation and loneliness are elements of top leadership positions in which individuals 

have sole responsibility for some or all elements of an organization. Although the image 

of the isolated leader has become well known, reasons for the isolation remain 

overlooked (Cook et al., 2015). The feeling of isolation is a problem for anyone holding a 

senior management position in which the responsibility of the organization falls solely 

upon that individual (Mercer, 1996). This notion of isolation in a top management 

position correlates with the role of school superintendent. 

The transition into the superintendency is quite abrupt for many individuals. Even 

when new superintendents learn about the danger of isolation, the reality of loneliness 

becomes clear only after stepping into the role. The further individuals advance in 

education administration, the more susceptible they become to scrutiny and criticism. 

Adverse actions affecting superintendents include failed proposals, terminated contracts, 

and poor budget planning (Jazzar & Kimball, 2014). In interviewing school leaders, Cook 

et al. (2015) found the following four common themes: (a) education is not a 

collaborative industry, (b) school districts do not allocate enough time for collaboration, 

(c) social media can further isolate leaders, and (d) there is no physical space to connect 

with other leaders experiencing similar isolation. Bauer and Silver (2018) administered a 

survey to 203 U.S. new school principals to measure four factors related to their work: 

isolation, self-efficacy, job satisfaction, and burnout. Findings showed isolation to be a 

predictor of the three measured variables and the greatest determinant of principals’ 
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intention to leave their employment. These findings supplemented those of a previous 

study (Stephenson & Bauer, 2010) that showed isolation as a predictor of quality of work 

life.  

Because of women’s domination of lower roles in the field of U.S. education, they 

presumably are entrenched with feelings of isolation upon advancing in an organization 

(Shakeshaft, 1989), posing another challenge to success. Even though female 

superintendents spend more time with their staff and students than do their male 

counterparts, women experience a great deal of loneliness as the leader of the school 

(Shakeshaft, 1989). Furthermore, female superintendents reported that they are not 

included in all-male activities and do not experience comradeship as much as men, two 

more factors leading to social isolation (Shakeshaft, 1989). 

Social isolation framework can assist with exploring the challenge of isolation 

and how it affects female superintendents. The alienation of being the sole 

superintendent—the chief school officer—lends itself to the feeling of isolation. Being a 

female superintendent, a minority in the field, is socially synonymous with isolation. The 

quality and quantity of interactions female superintendents have with others merit further 

study, analysis, and discussion. According to Forrest (2017), superintendents’ success is 

based on how well they build relationships with others, such as staff, school board 

members, and the community. The absence of these relationships creates isolation, which 

can lead to poor job performance, depression, and a lack of success (Hatch & Roegman, 

2012). 
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In an attempt to overcome the inequity that prevails in the role of superintendent, 

many women use silence as a coping mechanism. Choosing silence can further 

exacerbate a woman’s feelings of isolation in an already isolating role. Succession to the 

top leadership position in an organization is necessarily isolating, leaving women without 

peers (Rokach, 2014). The expectation is that a leader will provide support to others; 

however, support is not always available. Silence and isolation may lead to anxiety and 

affect the leader’s overall performance (Brunner, 2015; Rokach, 2014) 

Summary and Conclusions 

Although women hold the majority of teaching and office administrative positions 

in education, they are in the minority with regard to school superintendent roles 

(Superville, 2017). According to gender stereotypes, women are unselfish, friendly, and 

emotional (Steffens et al., 2019); men, in comparison, are assertive, independent, and 

masterful (Wilson, 2015). As a result, women may appear less able to assume leadership 

roles than do men. Women who achieve the superintendency often struggle with the 

conflicting demands of professional and personal life, feeling they must perform each 

role to perfection (Robinson, 2018). 

The majority of research on K–12 superintendent positions has been with men. 

This disparity is in part because women did not hold such roles until the early 1900s 

(Funk, 2014), and even then only in small numbers. With only 24% of U.S. 

superintendents being female (Superville, 2017), there is a need to investigate this 

population’s perceptions of challenges, barriers, and decisions for advancement.  
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Challenges of the superintendency are not unique to women. Superintendents face 

an array of challenges, including organizational strategy, student achievement, staff 

hiring and development, and governmental policy adherence (Meador, 2014; Rokach, 

2014). New superintendents, in particular, can feel isolated and abandoned, with a lack of 

peer support (Farrell, 2013). However, the challenges specific to female superintendents 

are greater (Connell et al., 2015; Martin, 2017; Martin & O’Meara, 2017; Steyn, 2015). 

Therefore, additional study is imperative to understand the role responsibilities and 

struggles of female superintendents, as well as the reason some women achieve 

certification but choose not to pursue the superintendency. 

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the qualitative methodology selected for this 

study, as well as a rationale for the case study design. The role of the researcher appears, 

followed by a thorough description of the methodology, including participant selection, 

justification for a sample size of eight female K–12 administrators, instrumentation by 

way of a researcher-created interview protocol, and data collection and analysis. 

Following an overview of ethical procedures, Chapter 3 concludes with a look toward 

Chapter 4.   
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Chapter 3: Research Method  

The problem that underlies this study is the underrepresentation of female K–12 

school superintendents in a U.S. Mid-Atlantic state. The purpose of this study was to gain 

an understanding of why female principals and central office personnel have pursued and 

attained superintendent credentials but have not yet applied for the superintendent 

position at this point in their careers. Chapter 3 includes a discussion of and rationale for 

the qualitative case study research design as well as an overview of the role of the 

researcher. A description of the methodology and process follows, including criteria for 

participant selection, sampling strategy, participant recruitment procedures, and 

instrumentation. Collection of data occurred through semistructured, one-on-one 

interviews with the eight participants, with subsequent qualitative data analysis through 

three cycles of coding: in vivo coding, pattern coding, and thematic analysis. A 

discussion of trustworthiness follows, with specific attention paid to credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. I describe how I designed my study to 

be ethical, including supplying participants with an informed consent form detailing the 

study purpose and process and participant protection.  

Research Design and Rationale 

Two research questions guided this study.  

RQ1: How do female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification explain why they attained the certification?  
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RQ2: How do female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification explain what factors influenced their decisions to 

not yet to apply for the superintendency?  

The phenomenon of study was why female principals and central office personnel 

have pursued and attained superintendent credentials and have not yet applied for the 

superintendent position. The framework was feminist standpoint theory as explained by 

Sprague (2005) and Smith (2015), which is appropriate for study members of a 

marginalized group and their career decisions. The concept behind feminist standpoint 

theory is that women, as marginalized individuals, provide a better perspective from 

which to study a phenomenon due to their personal experiences with and understanding 

of the world (Smith, 2015; Sprague, 2005).  

Within qualitative methodology, five designs merit consideration: narrative, 

ethnography, phenomenology, grounded theory, and case study (Creswell, 2013). 

Narrative researchers are more interested in storytelling than in exploring lived 

experiences (Yin, 2017). Because I reported participants’ perspectives and decisions and 

did not tell their stories, I did not use a narrative design. Using ethnography, scholars 

seek to uncover truths about members of a chosen culture (Yin, 2017). I did not attempt 

to explore the culture of female K–12 principals and central office personnel, but rather 

the reasons behind the decisions they have made, thus rendering ethnography 

inappropriate. With grounded theory, researchers seek to collect and analyze data to 

create a new theory (Creswell, 2013). I relied upon the existing feminist standpoint 

theory and drew themes from data; as such, I rejected the grounded theory design. 
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Phenomenology was also inappropriate for this study. Despite being a design used for 

investigating individuals’ lived experiences of a specific phenomenon, phenomenology is 

not ideal when a researcher wishes to explore the how and why of a topic (Creswell, 

2013), as I did in this study.  

I used a qualitative case study design to explore the phenomenon and answer the 

research questions. By using a case study design, a researcher can investigate participants 

in a single setting (Creswell, 2013). Yin (2017) described a case study as an exploration 

of a bounded system, such as individuals separately or in a group, to understand a 

situation deeply. A case study allows for the understanding of complex social 

experiences, such as small group interactions and organizational procedures, within a 

real-world context (Yin, 2017). The qualitative case study design was an appropriate 

means to learn why female K–12 principals and central office personnel have attained the 

superintendent certification and decided to not yet apply for the superintendent position.  

Role of the Researcher 

As the researcher in this study, my role was to plan the qualitative case study of 

eight participants (four principals and four central office personnel) and subsequently 

conduct the interviews, collect and analyze data, identify themes, and discuss the results. 

In a qualitative study, the researcher is often the sole instrument of data collection (Leedy 

& Ormrod, 2013). Upon selecting participants and scheduling interviews, I served as the 

data collector; I asked questions and recorded responses with an audio recorder 

supplemented by handwritten notes. I analyzed the collected data through coding and 
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thematic analysis, and then discussed the results in accordance with the research literature 

and the framework. 

As a current elementary school principal, I work closely with others in the school 

district, eight of whom were participants in this research study. Despite this familiarity, I 

hold no supervisory or power relationships over the participants. On a daily basis, 

participants view me as a district employee; in this study, they saw me only as the 

researcher. Although I was interested in and open to the findings, the fact that I am a 

female comes with necessary biases. I believe that women applicants for leadership 

positions face outdated attitudes toward their gender, a fact that may play a role in 

hampering their career advancement. Another bias is my belief that women can be great 

leaders. With the aid of bracketing and reflexivity, I endeavored to remain open-minded 

during data collection and analysis, allowing each participant to reveal her considerations 

and decisions without imposing any of my personal biases.  

Bracketing is a means for researchers to acknowledge their personal beliefs and 

prejudices, and then set those beliefs aside so as not to influence data collection or 

analysis (Tufford & Newman, 2012). I used journaling as a means of bracketing, 

recording my opinions and expectations so as to carefully examine and then reject them. 

Similarly, reflexivity entails ongoing reflection over the duration of the study, critically 

examining processes, data collection and analysis, and findings (Fusch et al., 2018). 

Reflexivity, too, was part of my journaling exercise throughout the study. In remaining 

objective, a researcher achieves greater depth and breadth of understanding of the 

phenomenon under study (Tufford & Newman, 2012).  
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Methodology 

A qualitative single case study is the most appropriate approach when a researcher 

seeks to explore a current phenomenon in a real-life context (Yazan, 2015). According to 

Yazan (2015), a case is one or more individuals within a bounded system, which in this 

study was a sample of female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification yet decided not to apply for the superintendency 

at this point in their careers. Case study results allow a researcher to explain the situation 

or phenomenon’s background, current state, actions taken, and reasons for the actions 

(Yazan, 2015). 

Participant Selection  

Participants selection for this study came from the population of 36 female K–12 

principals and central office personnel in the school district. All participants hold a 

leadership position within the district and served as a K–12 principal or central office 

personnel at the time of the study. The number of participants interviewed for this study 

was eight, including four principals and four central office personnel.  

Researchers who have conducted similar studies regarding principal preparation 

and program development used an average sample size of 12 (Anderson, 2017; 

Hackmann & Malin, 2016). Small sample sizes in qualitative case studies are typical due 

to the focused and in-depth nature of case study design (Schoch, 2016). In addition, 

smaller sample sizes are appropriate given the flexibility of case study designs to allow 

the researcher to delve deeply into the phenomenon, or case.  



44 

 

 I used purposive sampling to select the eight female educators who participated 

in this study. According to Lewis (2015), purposive sampling is appropriate when a 

researcher seeks to recruit participants with the specific characteristics needed to answer 

the research questions. I sent a personal e-mail to the identified persons, indicating the 

purpose of the study, criteria for participation, confidentiality and participant protections, 

and a request to take part in the study. To qualify, participants must have met the 

following criteria: (a) identify as a female, (b) hold a superintendent license from the 

State Department of Education, (c) serve as a K–12 principal or central office personnel 

at the time of the study in the U.S. Mid-Atlantic state school district of study, and (d) not 

have applied for a superintendent position.  

Unlike quantitative research, there are no required sample sizes for qualitative 

studies (Yin, 2017). Considerations when sampling include the study purpose and 

research questions (Yin, 2017). Estimates for case study research range from a sample 

size of three to 16 (Yin, 2017); however, some researchers have defended the use of just 

one participant in a single case study (O. C. Robinson, 2014). Since the present research 

was a qualitative case study with data collection through semistructured interviews, a 

sample size of eight participants was sufficient.  

Sampling comprised the following steps: 

1. I gained access to participants by securing permission for my research from 

the district superintendent. Obtaining access entailed contacting the district 

superintendent to explain the purpose of the study, the population of study, the 
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research process, and the possible risks and benefits to both participants and 

the district overall.  

2. Upon district approval, I sent a personal invitation to participate to all 34 

principals and central office personnel, providing a brief background of the 

study and posing three qualifying questions. I also included the informed 

consent document in the e-mail to provide detailed information for each 

individual to review.  

3. After 7 days elapsed, I sent another invitation to those who had not yet 

responded, requesting a response and thanking them for their consideration.  

4. Had I received more responses than necessary to fulfill the purpose of this 

study, I would have selected the first eight qualifying responses. If I had not 

yet received eight responses, I would wait 7 days and send another invitation 

to invitees who had not yet responded.  

5. At the close of participant selection, I sent all 34 qualifying women a thank 

you letter for their consideration of my invitation.  

6. Upon selection of the eight women who would take part in the study, I 

e-mailed each participant a letter of informed consent that included interview 

procedures, the voluntary nature of the study, the risks and benefits of being in 

the study, and participant privacy.  

7. After I received the signed consent forms, I again contacted each participant 

by e-mail to discuss their participation in the study and schedule a date, time, 

and location for an interview. Since an in-person interview was not feasible, I 
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instead scheduled a remote interview via Zoom, Google Hangouts, or 

telephone, according to the participant’s preference. I also reminded 

participants that I would be audio-recording all interviews.  

Instrumentation 

As this was a qualitative study comprising semistructured interviews, the data 

collection instrument was a researcher-developed interview protocol (see Appendix A) 

that I developed. I created 11 questions designed to elicit responses sufficient to answer 

the research questions. I asked three principals who had completed their doctoral degrees 

to review these questions and provide feedback about how the protocol questions aligned 

with the research questions. These principals offered suggestions and helped to revise the 

wording of the interview questions. These researchers also suggested that I ask some 

probing questions for maximum data return. After implementing their changes and 

adding one suggested question and probing questions, I returned to the researchers for 

another review. All reviewers were satisfied that the interview questions would enable 

me to obtain the necessary information from participants (see Appendix A). 

I asked the same 11 questions of all participants to ensure consistent application 

of the protocol. The open-ended nature of the questions left room for me to pose any 

follow-up queries as necessary.  

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

Upon receiving IRB and district approvals, I selected eight of the 34 women from 

the population of female K–12 principals and central office personnel who had attained 

their superintendent certification and decided not to apply for the superintendency at this 



47 

 

point in their careers. From my Walden University e-mail account, I sent via e-mail a 

recruitment letter to each woman, providing a brief background of the study and posing 

three qualifying questions: 

1. What is your current role in the district? 

2. Do you have a current superintendent license? 

3. Have you ever applied for the superintendency? 

I included my telephone number in case the women had questions or needed 

clarification. After they expressed interest and I confirmed their qualification to 

participate, I provided each individual with an informed consent form that described in 

detail the purpose and nature of the study, methods of data collection and storage, 

procedures, participants’ rights, and assurance of confidentiality. When we met for the 

interview, I again presented the informed consent form and reviewed it in person with 

each participant to ensure a complete understanding of the process. I stressed the steps I 

would take to ensure her privacy, her right to refuse to answer any question with which 

she felt uncomfortable, the voluntary nature of her participation, and the ability to 

withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Each individual affirmed her 

commitment to participate by signing two informed consent forms, with each of us 

retaining a copy.  

Interviews were planned to take place outside of work hours in a private room at a 

local public library, by telephone from my home, or by means of a virtual meeting 

platform. Scheduling was in accordance with participants’ availability and preferences. 

Each semistructured interview lasted 45 to 60 minutes. I obtained each participant’s 
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agreement to audio record each interview to ensure accurate capture of the discussion. In 

addition, I used note-taking to document any nonverbal observations not captured by the 

audio recorder. After completion of the interview, I asked if there were additional 

questions or comments, thanked the participant for her time, and encouraged her to 

contact me if she had questions later. I also reminded each participant that she would 

receive a copy of the transcribed interview to confirm its accuracy, a process known as 

transcript checking.  

Following each interview, I uploaded the audio file to Rev.com, a web-based 

transcription company that guarantees confidentiality. Upon receipt of the transcripts, I 

read through each one while playing the audio to ensure accuracy and to absorb the 

material, after which I solicited participant review to confirm the accuracy of the 

transcript. On subsequent reads, I highlighted words, phrases, and themes common 

among participants’ words, a process known as coding. I used qualitative analysis 

software NVivo to help with coding and themes. When I was sure I coded thoroughly and 

accurately, I categorized the codes into related code sets from which I developed a set of 

themes that became the findings of the study.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis in qualitative research involves examining participants’ words and 

experiences rather than measuring a set of numerical data (Miles et al., 2014). According 

to Creswell (2012), data analysis entails “preparing and organizing the data, exploring 

and coding the data, describing findings and forming themes, representing and reporting 
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findings, interpreting the meaning of the findings, and validating the accuracy of the 

findings” (p. 236).  

Organizing and Managing the Data 

Organizing and managing study data allows a researcher to make sense of the data 

and identify patterns and themes (Creswell, 2013). I transcribed the individual interview 

audio recordings into a Microsoft Word document within 4 days of each interview. After 

coding the transcripts, I input codes into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, giving each code 

its own worksheet. I added participant quotes to each page according to the relevant code, 

which allowed for easy data organization and management. I then created a separate 

Microsoft Excel file with codes and quotes entered into two worksheets, one for each 

research question: 

RQ1: How do female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification explain why they attained the certification?  

RQ2: How do female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification explain what factors influenced their decisions 

not to apply for the superintendency at this point in their careers? 

Data Coding 

The process of coding entails “assigning meaning to data” (Ravich & Carl, 2016, 

p. 248). Researchers usually conduct two or more rounds of coding to ensure the 

accuracy of their interpretations (Saldaña, 2015). First-cycle coding is a means to take 

note of words or phrases in participant responses; second-cycle coding allows a 
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researcher to organize numerous initial codes and conduct analysis across participants 

(Saldaña, 2015). I conducted both first- and second-cycle coding.  

First-Cycle Coding 

During the first cycle, I began coding data with the first-cycle technique of 

preliminary coding. Based on my findings from the literature review, I developed a set of 

preliminary codes (Appendix B). These codes were useful as I conducted preliminary 

coding of the interview transcripts. 

Second-Cycle Coding 

During the second cycle of coding, I open coded the data, which is a means to 

condense a large amount of data into more manageable words, phrases, and 

commonalities. In vivo coding is an appropriate open coding technique for qualitative 

researchers who seek to identify the words, ideas, or stories of participants rather than to 

assign codes generated by the researcher (Manning, 2017). Open coding results are by no 

means final codes; rather, they are subject to change as a researcher conducts subsequent 

rounds of coding and refinement (Theron, 2015). In the present study, in vivo codes were 

the exact words of participants, which I annotated as I first read through the transcripts. 

In addition to highlighting sections of the text and making notes in the margins, I used 

colored Post-It notes to indicate similar words, phrases, or topics across transcripts. I also 

took notes in a separate journal through analytic memo writing. I continued to populate 

these memos as I reflected upon the transcripts I reviewed and what information seemed 

evocative, unique, or especially insightful. 
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After I completed the in vivo coding, I then used pattern coding. Pattern coding is 

a type of second-cycle coding by which a researcher groups similarly coded material 

from the first round into broader categories or labels (Saldaña, 2015). Beyond enabling a 

researcher to gather relevant material, pattern coding allows for the development of 

meaning from similar phrases and concepts (Saldaña, 2015). Researchers use pattern 

coding to identify causes and explanations for actions, decisions, or events (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994), which was something I did as I reviewed participants’ transcripts. I 

performed pattern coding as I reread transcripts, taking a closer look at the words and 

phrases I noted. Patterns may emerge from similarities, differences, frequencies, or 

sequences (Saldaña, 2015). I created a table in Microsoft Excel, where I listed all my 

open codes and pattern codes in two columns. Excel allowed me to view the codes in a 

single location rather than paging through transcripts to locate my annotations.  

Thematic analysis. In thematic analysis, a researcher seeks to identify patterns of 

meaning, or themes, in data (Nowell et al., 2017). Thematic analysis is a means to 

identify, organize, describe, and report related topics among collected data (Nowell et al., 

2017), in this case, from participant responses. Preliminary codes were developed from 

participants’ responses. After preliminary coding, in vivo and pattern coding were used to 

identify a set of themes that represented all of the participants’ responses.  

Trustworthiness 

To ensure rigor in qualitative studies, a researcher must apply specific criteria to 

increase the study’s trustworthiness. The most cited criteria are credibility, transferability, 
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dependability, and confirmability (Ravich & Carl, 2016). Findings that meet these four 

conditions are believable, replicable, reliable, and transferable. 

Credibility 

Credibility pertains to the extent to which the findings in a qualitative study are 

believable (Cohen et al., 2013; Houghton et al., 2013). Findings have credibility when 

they are a credible interpretation of the information provided by participants (Korstjens & 

Moser, 2018; Ravich & Carl, 2016). Following the two cycles of coding, I used inductive 

analysis to determine categories. From these categories I identified themes from 

participants’ responses. To ensure credibility, I performed multiple rounds of coding and 

categorizing to ensure the themes emerged from the data and not from personal bias. 

Additional tools for credibility included member checking and peer review.  

Member Checking 

Researchers use member checking to confirm their initial findings. The process 

entails asking participants to validate study results, thus ensuring the credibility of the 

research (Birt et al., 2016). After I coded all data and identified emergent themes, I 

shared with each participant a transcript of her interview with my interpretations in 

accordance with the preliminary codes and themes to review. I analyzed the member 

check responses and would have considered and applied any suggested changes to the 

findings, as applicable; however, there were no changes requested. 

Peer Review 

A peer debriefer is a qualified outsider who can help a researcher with data 

analysis by encouraging alternate interpretations and discouraging erroneous assumptions 
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(Lodico et al., 2010). A peer debriefer asks the researcher questions that may lead to 

different means of data analysis (Lodico et al., 2010). Accordingly, I enlisted the aid of a 

peer debriefer to ensure the findings drawn from my study were accurate and 

authentically represented the words and experiences of participants. My peer debriefer 

was a graduate of the EdD program at Walden University who was also an experienced 

qualitative researcher. I passed all transcripts, coding, and thematic analysis to the peer 

debriefer for examination to double-check my analysis. During this review, the peer 

debriefer confirmed alignment between coded data and analyzed data, keeping an eye out 

for the reliability and validity of my analysis. In the data analysis section of Chapter 4, I 

will discuss the peer debriefer’s examination and any changes I made as a result of this 

information and guidance. 

Transferability 

According to Yin (2017), transferability relates to the generalizability of findings 

of a qualitative study. Transferability is the degree to which qualitative results are 

applicable to other settings or samples (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Since my results were 

clear enough to be applied to other settings or samples, I achieved transferability 

(Korstjens & Moser, 2018). As the researcher, I enhanced transferability through thick, 

rich description, describing in detail the steps of this study, including sampling, context, 

demographics, and participant characteristics (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). I achieved 

transferability by using an inductive approach when analyzing the data, establishing the 

context of the study in accordance with the research questions.  

Rich, Thick Description 
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Maintaining rich, thick description is also a way to ensure the transferability of a 

study’s results (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). I used rich, thick description to thoroughly 

document the context and setting, recording my observations, thoughts, and 

interpretations regarding participants’ experiences. I maintained thick description by 

writing memos and taking notes about each interview, recording the day and time (e.g., 

before school, after school, weekend), the comfort of the room (e.g., temperature, seating, 

lighting, noise), and the participant’s mood. Richly detailed information allows readers to 

draw their own conclusions based on the information a researcher has provided (Ravich 

& Carl, 2016). By describing participants’ behaviors, the context of the study, and the 

participants’ experiences, I added to the interpretation of a reader or a future researcher 

seeking to apply my findings to a different context (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Through 

the incorporation of details and perspectives, rich, thick description boosts a study’s 

validity (Creswell, 2012). 

Succinctness in a researcher’s presentation of results improves the validity and 

transferability of results (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). All evidence put forth must derive 

only from the data, thus supporting the transferability of presented findings (Wu et al., 

2016). Transferability is also increased when the underlying theory is in line with the 

researcher’s findings (Wu et al., 2016). In presenting the findings of this study, I drew a 

clear connection with the framework of feminist theory. I also connected my findings to 

the scholarly literature on this theoretical foundation and the overarching topic of study. 

Variation in Participant Selection 
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Additional ways I improved transferability were by the sampling process and 

strategy, qualification criteria, and participant characteristics. I used purposive sampling 

to select female K–12 principals (n = 4) and central office personnel (n = 4) serving in the 

U.S. Mid-Atlantic state school district of study who met the qualification criteria of 

holding a superintendent license yet not having applied for a superintendent position at 

this point in their careers. Setting clear delimitations to obtain a sample sufficient to 

answer the research questions is a necessary component of achieving transferable results 

(Korstjens & Moser, 2018).  

Dependability 

Dependability in a qualitative study refers to the stability of the findings and the 

consistency of the research process (Elo et al., 2014; Houghton et al., 2013; Riege, 2003; 

Whittemore et al., 2001). Research findings that have dependability are stable over time, 

signaling that results derive from the data, not personal bias or preconceptions (Korstjens 

& Moser, 2018). I achieved dependability, as another researcher could replicate my study 

and arrive at similar findings and conclusions.  

Audit Trail 

One way to achieve dependability is by maintaining an audit trail, enabling later 

replication by which results should remain stable (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). 

Accordingly, I used thick description to create an audit trail, clearly documenting the 

steps I took and the decisions I made so that another researcher can follow and repeat, 

thus indicating the consistency of my study. The audit trail also included my reflections, 

sampling details, data management, and study findings.  
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Triangulation 

Triangulation entails gathering and cross-checking multiple sources of data 

(Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Accordingly, I collected and triangulated data from two 

groups of K–12 female educators—four principals and four central office staff—who 

held superintendent licenses and were employed in the Mid-Atlantic U.S. state of study. 

Triangulation requires a researcher to use data collected from two or more sources to 

provide confirmation of the themes drawn, something that also contributes to a study’s 

credibility (Creswell, 2012). According to Merriam (2010), a researcher uses 

triangulation to cross-check data provided by people with similar backgrounds but 

different perspectives. Thus, I implemented triangulation into my study by conducting 

interviews with two sets of individuals, increasing the credibility and accuracy of my 

findings. 

Confirmability 

A study has confirmability when future researchers can replicate the process and 

arrive at similar results, thus indicating that study interpretations and findings are 

supported by the data (Ravich & Carl, 2016). Confirmability pertains to a researcher’s 

objectivity and neutrality (Elo et al., 2014). As I coded and categorized the data, I 

implemented ongoing self-checks to make sure I drew conclusions from participants’ 

transcripts and not from any expectations I may have found myself having, thus ensuring 

impartiality. The thickly described audit trail is another means to improve confirmability, 

just as it was to ensure the dependability of my findings.  

Reflexivity 
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Researchers perform reflexivity through continual reflection throughout planning, 

data collection and analysis, and presentation of results (Fusch et al., 2018). Reflexivity 

entails taking a critical look at processes and procedures, thus contributing to the 

confirmability of findings (Fusch et al., 2018). I practiced reflexivity throughout the 

study; I began by carefully considering my role as a researcher and my relationship with 

the research questions and participants, and continued through data collection, coding, 

analysis, and conclusions. As I progressed through the stages of the study, I made an 

ongoing practice of self-checks to assess for bias, preconceptions, or anything else that 

may have influenced data collection and analysis. I used ongoing journaling to practice 

reflexivity, thus contributing to the confirmability of my study’s results. 

Ethical Procedures 

To ensure I operated in accordance with ethical procedures, I submitted the study 

proposal to the Walden University Institutional Review Board for approval before 

beginning recruitment or data collection. Walden University’s ethics approval number for 

this study is 04-27-20-0756210. As a part of the informed consent process, I conveyed to 

all participants the purpose of the study, the confidentiality of their responses, and the 

means of protecting them from harm. I made participants aware of their ability to 

withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. All participants received an 

informed consent form via e-mail and acknowledged receipt of such information, thus 

affirming their voluntary participation. 

Maintaining confidentiality is of utmost importance to prevent the connection 

between data and participant identity, as well as the misuse of information through a 
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breach of privacy. I guaranteed the confidentiality of participants and the security of their 

data by storing all electronic data, transcripts, and digital consent forms in password-

protected files on my home computer, which was also password-protected. I used generic 

identifiers in all transcripts in place of participant names. Hard copies of consent forms 

and field notes remained in a locked filing cabinet. After 5 years, I will delete and destroy 

all data in accordance with Walden University guidelines. 

Summary 

Under exploration in this study were the reasons female educators who have 

achieved superintendent certification have elected not to pursue the position at this point 

in their careers. The qualitative case study research design provided an opportunity to 

address the problem with individuals who have lived experiences with the phenomenon. 

As the researcher, I was the sole data collection instrument in this study, administering 11 

interview questions I created. Although I was familiar with the participants—four female 

K–12 principals and four female K–12 central office personnel in the U.S. Mid-Atlantic 

school district of study—I had no supervisory relationships with any of them, which 

limited the potential for bias. In addition, I used bracketing and reflexivity to 

acknowledge any preconceptions and set them aside before beginning data collection or 

analysis. Data collection occurred via semistructured interviews, which I audio-recorded 

to ensure accurate capture of participants’ responses; I also took handwritten notes of 

nonverbal cues accompanying those responses.  

I implemented a number of processes to ensure the trustworthiness of findings by 

way of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Some of these 
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methods included bracketing, triangulation, transcript checking, thick description, audit 

trail, and reflexivity. I followed all ethical procedures as outlined by the Walden 

University Institutional Review Board to protect all human participants.  

Chapter 4 presents the setting, data collection, data analysis, and results. A 

detailed data analysis process will appear, followed by a presentation of results sufficient 

to answer both research questions. I will again review the evidence of trustworthiness in 

my findings before concluding the chapter and providing a transition to Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of why female principals 

and central office personnel have pursued and attained superintendent credentials but 

have not yet applied for the superintendent position at this point in their careers. Two 

research questions guided the study: 

RQ1: How do female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification explain why they attained the certification?  

RQ2: How do female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification explain what factors influenced their decisions 

not to apply for the superintendency at this point in their careers?  

Chapter 4 includes a discussion of the study setting as well as the data collection 

and data analysis procedures. A discussion of the results follows, with five themes 

emerging from participant interviews to answer the two research questions. Next, the 

chapter presents evidence of the trustworthiness of the study specific to credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability, as initially discussed in Chapter 3. A 

preview of Chapter 5 follows a summary of the answers to the research questions. 

Setting 

The eight participants in this qualitative case study were four K–12 female central 

office personnel and four female school principals in an urban school district in a U.S. 

Mid-Atlantic state. All women had been in their current role for at least 2 years, obtained 

a superintendent license, and decided not to apply for a superintendent role at this point in 

their careers. Although recruiting the eight participants was not difficult, the COVID-19 
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pandemic significantly influenced the women’s availability for interviews; thus, 

collecting data took longer than anticipated. In addition, taking part in the study was 

likely more stressful for the participants, whose schedules were already overly full due to 

the sudden shift to remote learning. 

Data Collection 

Four K–12 female central office personnel and four K–12 female school 

principals took part in semistructured, one-on-one interviews to provide data for this 

study. The initial plan was to conduct interviews online or in person, the latter in a private 

room at a local public library. However, the COVID-19 pandemic and the immediate 

shift to remote learning meant that physically close interviews were no longer possible. 

Accordingly, I conducted all eight interviews via Zoom from my home, with the office 

door closed and locked. Each participant took part in one interview. Interviews lasted an 

average of 53 minutes. I used an interview protocol to structure the conversations and to 

ask the same questions of all participants.  

I recorded the interviews by means of a digital audio-recording device for later 

transcription and analysis. By recording interviews, researchers can accurately capture 

participants’ words (Creswell, 2018). Recording also frees an interviewer to focus on the 

speaker rather than having to document everything the interviewee says (Creswell, 2018). 

I supplemented the audio recordings by taking notes of nonverbal communication, 

including visible gestures and facial expressions. I encountered no unusual circumstances 

during data collection. 
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Data Analysis 

Quantitative data analysis entails performing statistical tests to arrive at numerical 

findings. However, qualitative researchers analyze data by reviewing the words 

individuals use in describing their lived experiences (Miles et al., 2014). Creswell (2018) 

identified steps in the qualitative data analysis process: 

1. Preparing and organizing the data,  

2. Preliminary coding,  

3. In vivo and pattern coding, 

4. Describing findings and forming themes,  

5. Representing and reporting findings,  

6. Interpreting the meaning of the findings, and  

7. Validating the accuracy of the findings (p. 236). 

Data analysis of the transcripts began with coding that Ravich and Carl (2016) described 

as “assigning meaning to data” (p. 248). Saldaña (2015) recommended qualitative 

researchers conduct at least two rounds of coding to ensure they interpret the findings 

accurately. Accordingly, I performed two rounds of coding, the first allowing me to 

identify words and phrases and the second to organize my initial codes and analyze each 

transcript. 

Coding 

Open coding is a way for researchers to condense large amounts of data into more 

manageable pieces. In vivo coding is an appropriate open coding technique for qualitative 

researchers who seek to identify the words, ideas, or stories of participants rather than to 
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assign codes generated by the researcher (Manning, 2017). Beginning researchers often 

use first-round in vivo coding to focus on participants’ voices and remove researcher bias 

or expectations (Saldaña, 2015). I used in vivo coding to let codes emerge from 

participants’ words rather than fit the collected data into predetermined themes (Manning, 

2017). This open coding technique was an appropriate approach to explore why female 

K–12 principals and central office personnel attained the superintendent certification but 

chose not to apply for the position at this point in their careers. Using in vivo coding to 

code the eight interview transcripts, I read through the transcripts, highlighting what 

appeared to be important words, phrases, and concepts while taking note of my reactions 

and responses in the margins. Upon repeating this process for all eight participants, I then 

reread the transcripts and used colored Post-It notes to document similar wording across 

the interviews. Throughout first-round coding, I wrote analytic memos to keep track of 

my thoughts and processes. 

A common second-round type of coding is pattern coding that entails combining 

similar first-round codes into broader categories (Saldaña, 2015). During this second-

cycle coding process, I imported the transcripts and my notes into NVivo, carefully 

considering each of the first-round codes and determining whether they were related to 

any of the others. To keep track of the codes and patterns, I used NVivo’s organizational 

features (see Appendix B for a complete list of codes). 

Thematic Analysis 

The process of thematic data analysis involves reviewing the data and narratives, 

interpreting the text, preparing the material for analysis, coding the information, and 



64 

 

making meaning of the data (Creswell, 2018). Thematic analysis is a way to narrow 

codes into patterns of meaning or themes (Nowell et al., 2017). In this study, data 

analysis entailed reviewing the documented codes for emerging patterns and themes. 

The first level of identification occurred during the initial review of each 

interview. Upon receiving the transcripts from Rev.com, I read each file, analyzed the 

data for each interview, and then conducted open coding utilizing NVivo software. 

NVivo is an analytic tool to facilitate the coding process, which entailed the following 

steps: 

1. Review all interview transcripts. 

2. Import the data into NVivo. 

3. Code the data in NVivo using open coding. 

4. Define the properties of the codes to identify themes. 

5. Further categorize themes, as needed.  

The use of in vivo and pattern coding showed commonalities in the words used by 

participants, leading to the identification of 19 codes (see Appendix B). There were no 

discrepant cases. After I coded all data, identified subthemes, and grouped topics by 

similarity, five final themes emerged: (a) professional and personal goals, (b) encouraged 

by others, (c) lack of experience or preparation, (d) discrimination, and (e) found 

satisfaction outside the superintendency (see Table 1).  
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Table 1 

 

Themes, Subthemes, and Preliminary Codes 

Themes Subthemes Preliminary and 

Open Codes 

1. Professional and 

personal goals 

Attained the superintendent 

certification because of professional 

and career aspirations and goals 

career aspirations and 

goals, credibility, 

personal goals, more 

education, family 

 Attained the superintendent 

certification because it was a personal 

goal 

 

 Attained the superintendent 

certification to have more credibility 

in current and future roles 

 

2. Encouraged by 

others 

Mentors or colleagues advised them to 

obtain the superintendent certification 

family 

encouragement, 

advisement, network, 

relationship 
Family encouraged them to attain the 

superintendent certification 

3. Lack of experience 

or preparation 

Felt more experience was needed 

before applying for a superintendency 

more education, more 

experience, no 

mentoring, lack of 

training and 

preparation, support 

 Lack of mentoring is a barrier to 

feeling prepared to apply for a 

superintendency 

 Did not apply because they felt they 

needed a more advanced degree 

4. Discrimination Few women attain the 

superintendency because of gender 

discrimination 

difficult environment, 

difficulty for women, 

few women, gender 

bias, hiring process, 

no district support, 

politics, racial bias, 

unconscious bias, self 

confidence 

 

 Did not apply for a superintendency 

because it is a difficult environment 

for women 

 Did not pursue a superintendency 

because of racial bias 

5. Found satisfaction 

outside the 

superintendency 

Found pathways to serve outside of a 

superintendency 

no interest, other 

pathways, work-

family balance, travel 
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Results 

The themes that emerged from coding and data analysis were sufficient to answer 

the study’s two research questions: 

RQ1: How do female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification explain why they attained the certification?  

RQ2: How do female K–12 principals and central office personnel who have 

attained the superintendent certification explain what factors influenced their decisions 

not to apply for the superintendency at this point in their careers? 

Five major themes emerged from thematic analysis. These themes were (a) 

personal and professional goals, (b) encouraged by others, (c) lack of experience or 

preparation, (d) discrimination, and (e) found satisfaction outside the superintendency.  

Following are summaries of the findings by theme, with text from the interviews to 

support the themes. 

Theme 1: Professional and Personal Goals 

The most frequently occurring theme was professional and personal goals, as 

mentioned by all nine participants. Participant 1 stated, 

After doing the 3 hard years of getting my doctorate, I wanted to add (it) to my 

license in case this is something I wanted to do later in my career. It was 

something I would always have, and that door is always open if this were 

something I choose to pursue. I didn’t have a mentor; I just thought, “Why 

wouldn’t I?”  

Participant 2 said, 
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I think [it was due to] my role as the Assistant Superintendent. I held that role for 

7 years and I had been over Human Resources, over instruction, and I was 

thinking, “What is the next step for me to get my own school division at some 

point?” I wanted to be ready when the [superintendency] opportunity presented 

itself, so that’s why I did it. 

In another example of this theme, Participant 3 explained, 

I thought, at one point, I wanted to apply or become an assistant superintendent or 

superintendent eventually. I had the qualifications for a long time, but I did not 

apply at first, because . . . I like the principalship. I went into the principalship and 

I applied, thinking I wanted a change. 

Participant 6 described her reason for pursuing certification as “twofold. My long-term 

vision is to serve as a superintendent somewhere. I knew I needed to get it eventually.” 

Participant 4 fulfilled a personal goal in achieving her superintendent 

certification. She explained, 

I didn’t have any goals [for the superintendency]. I don’t know if any of the 

positions I have gotten past the principalship if anybody has asked me for it. [The 

certificate is] on my wall in my office. I am proud of it. 

Participant 5 said, 

I finished in 2014–2015 with a doctoral degree in educational leadership. I wanted 

to spend more time with my children, and I was looking for more of a balance. 

That was something I promised myself, that once I finished, I would spend more 

time with them, as they were getting older and starting high school. I never looked 
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into anything while they were in high school; I never really thought about it. I got 

the license after I finished my degree. 

Participant 7 noted, “The goal was just to have the opportunity. My goal is to be ready. I 

am very picky. I want to be prepared.” Participant 2 wanted to expand her career options, 

saying, “I felt like having the certificate would broaden my scope.” Participant 4 

explained, 

I don’t ever let a piece of paper stand between you and what you can do. There 

are certain doors that would not be open for me if I didn’t have the superintendent 

license. It’s really silly, but this means I am eligible for the position.  

She later added, “It was a box to check. I had no expectations. Hopefully, let’s see what it 

leads to.” Participant 5 said, “I applied for everything. I guess I wanted to leave my 

options open; I never wanted to or thought about being superintendent, but I wanted to 

leave my options open in case it was something I was interested in.” Participant 6 further 

illustrated this theme: 

I expect having the license would help me get to the table to interview for a 

superintendent position when the time comes. You get it in hand because you 

know, at minimum, the hiring committee cannot say you do not have the criteria 

based on that. Once I get to the table, I have to make my way from there.  

Other participants discussed how it was a box to check and that they were eligible after 

completing their doctorate degree. 
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Theme 2: Encouraged by Others 

The theme of encouraged by others arose in all eight interviews. Participant 1 

indicated applying for the superintendency because others in her doctoral cohort had 

applied, saying, “I talked with other people I got my doctorate with [who were] in my 

cohort. And all of us applied, and some were more so apt to pursue it.” Participant 2 

recalled that a colleague advised her to apply: 

The other person I reached out to was a former superintendent who had been my 

superintendent for 5 years. She had encouraged me when she was there to apply, 

but I went back to her again to get her feel for where I was. When I worked for 

her, she was the person who moved me out of HR and into instruction and really 

prepared me and gave me opportunities, so it was important to me to get her 

feedback. She was encouraging and told me that I needed to get [my 

superintendent certificate], and then she told me to stay where I was, and when 

the current superintendent left, she recommended that I become the next 

superintendent. 

Participant 5 remarked, “Great mentors have helped, just providing guidance and 

assistance whenever needed. Like I said, support is the biggest thing you could possibly 

get.” Mentors also advised Participant 6 to apply, as she recalled, “I had great female 

mentors who encouraged me and said, ‘Don’t wait. You can’t win if you don’t play.’ It 

helped me to get where I am.” Participant 7 pursued her superintendent certification at 

the advice of a mentor. The advice was to apply as soon as possible because the 

criteria may change. Once I earned I my EDD [Education Doctorate Degree], I 
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was encouraged to pursue, knowing I had met the requirements of 30 hours 

beyond a master’s degree and 3 years’ experience as a principal. 

Finally, Participant 8 reflected, “I would probably go ahead and apply if someone said, ‘I 

think this would be a good opportunity for you.’” 

Participant 1 recalled, “I also spoke with my husband about my career path, and 

he was very supportive. He would like to see me do something like that one day.” 

Participant 2 stated, 

I discussed with my [husband] first because we always do things together to make 

sure he would be in support of me doing the superintendency, knowing that more 

than likely we would have to move or that it would—you know, when you 

become a superintendent, it becomes a great part of your life. I wanted to be sure 

he would be supportive of that, knowing that he has always been supportive of 

what I do. 

Participant 3 said, “Well, of course, my husband wanted me to pursue that.” In 

another example, Participant 6 noted, “My family has been the biggest support. Beyond 

that, I had great female mentors who encouraged me. . . . It helped me to get where I am.” 

Other participants also mentioned receiving encouragement from mentors and colleagues.  

Theme 3. Lack of Experience or Preparation 

The next theme was lack of experience or preparation, as mentioned by four 

participants in their interviews. Participant 3 identified the necessity of experience before 

applying for a superintendent role, saying, “I think going out the first time is rare. You 

would need to start out as an assistant superintendent.” Participant 6 noted, “I want more 
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experience. I have seen men sit in the assistant principal position 1 year, principal 2 

years, and superintendent the next year. I am still learning new things, so I wonder how 

that happened.” Finally, Participant 8 indicated, 

I just haven’t pursued [the superintendency] yet. I am just following the 

traditional steps and hoping to get some experience in other central office roles 

before I apply. I am stuck where I am. I think, just this year, some people have 

gone from one step up from the principal to superintendents, so why can’t I? I am 

just trying to figure out if this is where I want to be and something I want to do. 

Participant 1 reported, 

No one sat me down and said, “Here is what you will be doing. Here’s the 

reality.” Sometimes you like to make a list and check things off. There are times 

when you will not be able to do what you want to do because it’s what the party 

line would do. No one teaches you how to be a team player. You have to be able 

to read people and know that “Okay, I need to be quiet and go along.”  

Several participants stated they wanted to take all the traditional steps that led up 

to the superintendency before they applied. One such example came from Participant 3: 

There is no succession plan. There is not mentoring for such or something like the 

superintendency; most of it is done based on—I don’t want to say behind the 

scenes, but that is exactly what it is—behind the scenes. It is behind the scenes 

that these movements happen, and you look up and notice that person got the job 

when it was posted. There has not been very much opportunity for mobility. 
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Participant 3 stated, “If having my EDD will give me more to stand on in terms of 

qualification. Very few superintendents do not have an EDD.” Participant 6 reported,  

Short-term goals: I finish my EDD. I had 3 years’ success at a school; this 

probably would have been the time I would have been looking for some upward 

mobility, such as associate superintendent, director of school improvement—one 

of those types of positions, that was my goal. Three to 5 years at this school. 

Theme 4: Discrimination 

The next theme was discrimination, which emerged in all the interviews. In one 

example, Participant 1 stated, 

I think that I thought, once upon a time, I might want to be a superintendent. But 

after being in this position [of Leadership Department Director] for 3 years, there 

is so much politics, and so much “good old boy” network. It’s not something that 

interests me anymore.  

She later added, 

My current district has never had a female superintendent. I don’t think we had 

any higher than Assistant Superintendent, and so, I am not sure how that would be 

received. I am at a stage in my life where I am not willing to be dictated by the 

school board 24/7 with my life.  

Participants 4, 5, and 6 explained how they felt some discrimination in meetings. They 

believed others did not always take their ideas seriously. Also, they were often unsure 

how to obtain the feedback they needed to develop and grow.  
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Participant 2 noted, “[The superintendency] is seen as a male role. Females have 

not been as confident in terms of where the bucks stop. Females have always been 

behind.” Participant 3 said, “This position was held for many years by men; about 10 

years ago, a woman assumed the position. I didn’t feel as though the environment was 

friendly toward obtaining that, so I created other pathways of leadership.” She continued, 

[Having] women in the superintendency was not very [welcoming]. It wasn’t 

viewed as possibility. I think that has changed and some women have been able to 

break through that, but in many areas, some women have not. This state is one of 

the examples. We had four superintendents that retired after 40 years. It was not a 

friendly environment for women, but things are changing. 

In another illustration of this theme, Participant 7 stated, 

I would say [discrimination] is not the case for most men; that is just my personal 

opinion. I have seen that happen. On average, men are able to move up quicker 

than we are, whether we are White or Black, no matter the color as far as being 

female. I think men can get away with some things we can’t. I think [it’s] just 

because society sees this as a male-dominated world when we talk about people in 

power. Folks look at men as the one who is making the rules, and I think they 

expect them to make the rules and lead us, just like the head of household. This is 

what our norm is, and people are somewhat content with it being this way. There 

is a system, I think, that females are not necessarily a part of and that the men 

keep a different language. They know how to make moves and create a system 
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that only allows for what they want to happen. I think it makes it hard for women 

to elevate in different positions, [but] it’s not impossible. 

Participant 3 explained, 

One of the reasons I guess I have not put myself out there is because the 

environment is not friendly toward women. I hate to say this, [but] the 

environment is not friendly toward African American women. We have never had 

an [African American woman as] Assistant Superintendent of Instruction; never 

had. This position was held for many years by men; [it was] about 10 years 

[before] a woman assumed the position. I didn’t feel as though the environment 

was friendly toward obtaining that, so I created other pathways of leadership. 

She later added, 

African American women are not viewed as superintendent worthy. It is 

something that has to change. Not sure what it will take. We see African 

American assistant superintendents. Rarely do you find a woman 

[superintendent], and I can speak to that. Through my advocacy work, I met a lot 

of people. This has been a concern. Women in the superintendency is not where it 

should be—especially, African American women are not given opportunities. 

Participant 8 also spoke about the role of racial bias in her decision not to pursue a 

superintendency: 

I haven’t experienced any outright bias because the majority of the folks over me 

have been women. However, I do think there are some ethnic biases, depending 

on certain situations. If we are in a meeting, and if a question is posed and 
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someone of a different race poses the same question, there might be a different 

response due to the other race. 

She continued, 

Unfortunately, African Americans are still seen as second-class citizens, even 

though we are in high places and make critical decisions. We still don’t get the 

respect that we should. There is still not enough minority senior leadership. I am 

not sure how they can understand the cultural differences and be fully culturally 

competent. 

Theme 5: Found Satisfaction Outside the Superintendency 

Eight participants mentioned the theme of found satisfaction outside the 

superintendency. Participant 1 explained, 

I really, really like what I do. I feel like I make a difference, and I am not at the 

point where I feel like I would like to do something different. But I know that the 

itch will come. I would not see myself being anything higher than, like, a Chief of 

Schools or—I don’t really see myself doing that. Maybe school improvement or 

professional development, something that keeps me rooted with the schools on a 

daily basis. I have not enjoyed the aspect of my life that keeps me out of school, 

so I don’t really know what the next [step] will be. 

Participant 2 enjoyed her current role and had no interest in the superintendency at this 

time. She reported, 

Just because I just changed positions, I will probably be where I am. This is the 

right position. This is my first year in this position. I don’t see myself going for 
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the superintendency in the next 3 years. I am content in what I am learning now, 

and I am enjoying the work. This is what’s important, that I enjoy the work and 

know that I am making a difference. I am a member of the cabinet. I know what’s 

going on in the division. I feel like I have a seat at the table. 

Participant 3 stated, “I didn’t feel as though the environment was friendly toward 

obtaining [a superintendency role], so I created other pathways of leadership.” Participant 

4 said, “I am not sure [the superintendency] is the way I am called to serve.” To explain 

her decision to not pursue a move at this time, Participant 5 remarked, “I haven’t given 

[the superintendency] any thought. I feel like I am making a difference in the job I am in 

right now.” Participants 6, 7, and 8 discussed the impact they are making in their current 

roles by mentoring other female administrators and being a positive role model for young 

girls.  

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Qualitative research findings must have trustworthiness if they are to be 

believable, reliable, replicable, and transferable. I took steps to ensure the trustworthiness 

of my results through four criteria, as noted by Ravich and Carl (2016): credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  

Credibility 

Credible research findings are believable interpretations of data (Cohen et al., 

2013; Houghton et al., 2013; Korstjens & Moser, 2018; Ravich & Carl, 2016). One way I 

ensured credibility in this study was by performing multiple rounds of coding. I also 

conducted member checking with participants, allowing them to review my 
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interpretations of their words. Member checking entailed sharing with each participant a 

transcript of her interview as well as a copy of my interpretations in accordance with the 

initial codes and themes. I would have considered and applied any suggested changes to 

the findings, as applicable; however, there were no changes requested. Finally, I engaged 

a peer debriefer to confirm the accuracy of my data analysis. Like member checking, the 

peer review also affirmed my findings; therefore, I continued with my analysis as written. 

I engaged a Walden University EdD graduate and experienced qualitative researcher to 

serve as a peer debriefer and review all transcripts, coding, and thematic analysis for 

accuracy. The peer reviewer discussed with me and ultimately supported my findings, 

confirming the reliability and validity of the study.  

The peer review process occurred in a series of steps. First, I identified an 

individual with a conferred terminal degree who was available and qualified to serve as a 

peer reviewer. Next, I invited the peer to give feedback on my study. Upon approval, I 

provided the peer reviewer with a copy of the dissertation draft. The selected individual 

made notes on the document as deemed appropriate and then discussed with me the 

reasons for the suggestions. After this conversation, I made edits to the dissertation based 

on peer input.  

Transferability 

Qualitative research has transferability if the findings are generalizable to other 

individuals in similar settings (Korstjens & Moser, 2018; Yin, 2017). I took steps to 

improve the transferability of my results, including thick, rich description and inductive 

data analysis. Thick description involved maintaining a detailed audit trail, documenting 
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every step of this study to facilitate its replication by another researcher. I used inductive 

analysis through multiple transcript readings, identifying patterns and categories and 

increasing the transferability of results.  

Dependability 

A qualitative study has dependability if its results hold over time, indicating that 

findings came from data, not from the researcher’s preconceptions or biases (Korstjens & 

Moser, 2018). If my findings are dependable, future researchers could repeat this study 

and reach similar conclusions. The first way I ensured dependability was by maintaining 

an audit trail to document every step, from planning and sampling to data collection and 

analysis. I used thick description in the process, providing details on not only the process, 

but my observations, reflections, and perceptions. I also boosted dependability through 

triangulation, which Korstjens and Moser (2018) describe as gathering and cross-

checking multiple data sources. I accomplished this by using two groups of 

participants—central office personnel and principals—and corroborating the information 

provided by individuals having similar backgrounds but different perspectives (cf. 

Merriam, 2010). I compared the answers of both groups to determine whether there were 

differences or similarities and determined if the responses of the two groups were similar 

through triangulation. 

Confirmability 

A study with confirmability is one that future researchers could replicate and 

achieve similar results (Ravich & Carl, 2016). Confirmability indicates that the findings 

come from data, not the researcher (Ravich & Carl, 2016). I used self-checks and 
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journaling throughout the data coding and categorization process to ensure I kept my 

expectations and opinions out of the analysis. I further increased confirmability through 

reflexivity—which included writing memos to take note of my decisions, considerations, 

and processes—and by maintaining thick description through a detailed audit trail.  

Summary 

In summary, five themes were identified during the analysis, answering both 

research questions. The identified themes were (a) professional and personal goals, (b) 

encouraged by others, (c) lack of experience or preparation, (d) discrimination, and (e) 

found satisfaction outside the superintendency.  

This chapter included a summary of the data analysis, followed by a detailed 

discussion of the themes using examples from participant interviews. I discuss the results 

in Chapter 5, including how my findings confirm and extend the knowledge found in 

prior literature regarding the difficult paths women seeking to attain the superintendency 

face. I also present the limitations of the study, followed by recommendations for further 

research and implications for positive social change at the individual, family, 

organizational, and societal/political level, along with recommendations for practice.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of why female principals 

and central office personnel have pursued and attained superintendent credentials but 

have not yet applied for the superintendent position at this point in their careers. The 

study was necessary due to the underrepresentation of female K–12 school 

superintendents in the U.S. Mid-Atlantic state under study. Although some female central 

office personnel and principals currently hold the credentials necessary for a K–12 school 

superintendent role, they elect not to apply for the position. 

Data analysis indicated five themes across the eight participants’ transcripts, 

answering both research questions. The themes associated with RQ1 pertained to the 

participants’ motivation for achieving the superintendent certification and were less 

relevant to the literature review. However, for many of the themes in response to RQ2, 

participants’ words supported prior research and findings.  

Interpretation of the Findings 

Professional and personal goals was the first theme identified. This relates to the 

research of Blair and White (2016) who found the balance between professional and 

personal goals to be important to job satisfaction and for determining whether women 

will pursue more demanding leadership roles. Bernal et al. (2017) emphasized the role of 

parenting as an obstacle for women. K. K. Robinson (2014, 2018) also found that women 

feel as though they need to excel in all areas of their professional and personal lives to be 

successful. Dana and Bourisaw (2016) found that the expectation of the caregiver was an 

important factor as to whether women applied for the superintendency. The literature 
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supports the findings of the present study that women’s professional goals led them to 

obtain the superintendent license, but ultimately their personal goals (such as the role of 

the caregiver) led them to decide against applying for the superintendent position at this 

point in their career.  

Encouraged by others was a common theme in the literature and this study. 

Chisholm-Burns et al. (2017) attributed the lack of female mentors to the limited number 

of women in the superintendency. Similarly, Burkman and Lester (2013) identified a lack 

of mentoring for women as one component of the gender disparities between male and 

female superintendents. The participants in this study spoke of being encouraged by 

others either directly or peripherally. Participant 3 proclaimed, “There is not enough 

encouragement for such or something like the superintendency; most of it is done based 

on—I don’t want to say behind the scenes, but that is exactly what it is—behind the 

scenes.” Participant 1 reported, “No one sat me down and said, ‘Here is what you will be 

doing. Here’s the reality.” Participant 8 reflected, “I would probably go ahead and apply 

if someone said, ‘I think this would be a good opportunity for you.’” 

In an exploration of gender and social norms related to the career development of 

eight female superintendents in New Jersey, Morillo (2017) found mentoring a necessity 

for the women to develop leadership skills. From a qualitative narrative study with three 

female urban middle school administrators, Blair (2016) found that mentorship, either 

having one or being one, was crucial to the women’s professional success. In the feminist 

standpoint theory, women feel left out and that they need more support to become of 

aware of the opportunities available to them.  
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Participants discussed how mentors had assisted them along the way, specifically 

encouraging them to apply for the superintendent certification. Participant 5 said, “Great 

mentors have helped, just providing guidance and assistance whenever needed. Support is 

the biggest thing you could possibly get.” Participant 6 shared, “I had great female 

mentors who encouraged me and said, ‘Don’t wait. You can’t win if you don’t play.’ It 

helped me to get where I am.” Participant 7 also pursued her superintendent certificate at 

“the advice of a colleagues.” 

Lack of experience or preparation was also a theme that emerged in this study. As 

with any upper-level position, advancing to the  requires a level of experience and 

preparation. Many participants reported lacking such experience and preparation, which 

ultimately contributed to their decision to not apply for the superintendency. Connell et 

al. (2015) found that barriers to women obtaining the necessary experience were due to a 

lack of mentoring, career planning services, preparation, and selection committee 

support. Participant 3 demonstrated this finding and mentioned needing to obtain 

sufficient experience before applying for the superintendency. Similarly, Participant 6 

stated, “I want more experience.” She continued, illuminating the gender bias that 

persists: “I have seen men sit in the assistant principal position 1 year, principal 2 years, 

and superintendent the next year. I am still learning new things, so I wonder how that 

happened.” This finding also supports the feminist standpoint theory, illustrating that 

women feel as though they do not have the same opportunities as their male counterparts.  

Discrimination was the fourth theme found in this study. Based on the literature 

showing gender discrepancy in superintendent and other high-level administrative 
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positions, it was not unexpected that participants addressed gender discrimination. In a 

study of school board members, Wallace (2015) found perceptions of a still-present good 

old boy network. Participant 1 used the same term in discussing reasons she had not yet 

applied for the superintendency, saying, “There is so much politics and so much good old 

boy network. It’s not something that interests me anymore.” The good old boy network, 

by definition, excludes women and as a result, women do not feel empowered to take on 

additional leadership roles. The politics of the superintendency were not lost on the 

participants of this study as evidenced in Theme 4, discrimination, as prior researchers 

have indicated. Thomas (2014) identified three chief issues facing superintendents, one of 

which was the politics of public school governance. Hatch and Roegman (2012) and 

Jazzar and Kimball (2014) also noted the political challenges inherent in the position, 

which lead to feelings of professional isolation. Participant 1 reported appreciating her 

current role because “If you do a good job, people pretty much leave you alone. But in 

[the superintendent] position, you have to answer to so many people above you on a daily 

basis.” Participant 7 related, “I am not one that enjoys playing the political aspects that 

come with the superintendency. The politics is the reason I have not pursued the 

superintendency.” 

Some participants addressed gender bias. Prior literature was more about bias 

against women in upper administrative roles in K–12 education. Participant 3 shared, 

“One of the reasons I guess I have not put myself out there is because the environment is 

not friendly toward women.” The participant later observed, “females are not viewed as 

superintendent worthy. It is something that has to change. . . . Rarely do you find a 
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woman [superintendent].”  Participants’ responses illustrated why women do not apply 

for the superintendency, citing gender biases. 

The superintendent hiring and promotion process is perhaps more biased against 

women. The literature showed a faster path to the superintendency for men than women 

(Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Lexia, 2018). In comparison, women hold the intermediate 

roles of educator, assistant principal, and principal or central office personnel before they 

even apply for a superintendent role (Glass, 2012). Further, Dobie and Hummel (2016) 

identified deep-seated, often subconscious support of a system designed to keep women 

out of top leadership roles in education. Participant 3 related, “After looking at 

everything and the structure of my district setup, there is no opportunity for mobility or 

movement or to move up in leadership.” Participant 4 preferred to avoid the frustration, 

saying her reasoning for not applying for superintendency was that “Deep down, the 

process is daunting, and I don’t want to put myself through [it].” 

Found satisfaction outside the superintendency was a common theme in the 

literature and among participants’ responses. Blair (2016) and White (2017) discussed the 

challenges women face in balancing their traditional roles of wife, mother, and daughter 

with the demanding responsibilities of the superintendency. Similarly, Burkman and 

Lester (2013) identified work-life conflicts serving as barriers for female superintendents 

in Texas. Due to the limited number of women in such high-level school district roles, 

those who achieve the superintendency often feel obligated to prove themselves, taking 

on more work than the position demands (Robinson, 2018). Some participants preferred 
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to remain in a support role to the superintendency and forgo the additional job demands, 

indicating that they found satisfaction without pursuing the superintendency. 

The findings of this study supported prior literature specific to the conceptual 

framework of feminist standpoint theory. According to Wallace (2015), feminist 

standpoint theory underlies studies of gender roles, expectations, and biases across a 

range of societal systems; similarly, Gardiner et al. (2000) noted how the theory 

facilitates the exploration of women’s lived experiences. Robinson (2016) wrote about 

the application of feminist standpoint theory to marginalized populations and their 

contribution to a world guided by dominant groups. The findings of this study are 

consistent with the research in that the participants expressed how they do not feel as 

though they are viewed as leaders. They also discussed that the role of the 

superintendency would interfere with their role as a caregiver. 

Limitations of the Study 

The limitations outlined in Chapter 1 remained relevant in the execution of data 

collection and analysis. Because the sample came from a single school district in a U.S. 

Mid-Atlantic state, results are not directly transferable to K–12 upper-level 

administration in other school districts, areas of the state, or national regions. I was also 

unable to know whether participants had discussed their concerns with one another prior 

to this study, given that they all worked for the same district. Such conversations and 

shared grievances could have affected their responses to the interview questions. Finally, 

I had to rely upon the assumption that participants would answer all questions honestly 

and to the best of their ability. Any human-devised study has potential researcher bias; 
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however, the instrument was designed and protocols were followed to limit researcher 

bias. 

Recommendations 

The results of this research provide information helpful to a number of groups. 

Beneficiaries might include female school principals and central office personnel, women 

considering a career in postsecondary education administration, and school district 

personnel seeking to hire and mentor female employees. Based on the findings of this 

study, I have provided recommendations for school districts, partners, and future 

researchers. 

School Districts and Partners 

District leaders should consider creating and implementing formal or informal 

paths to encourage more women to apply to the superintendency. This may include 

university training programs for females. Additionally, school district personnel could 

create clear pathways to career advancement, providing such information to all 

employees and adhering to the guidelines when making promotion decisions. School 

districts could also offer mentoring positions and internships to provide opportunities for 

women to develop their leadership skills at the district level. This could entail supporting 

a division-wide intervention plan to support women who aspire to the superintendency. 

Based on the results of this research, such a plan should accommodate the themes of (a) 

professional and personal goals, (b) encouraged by others, (c) lack of experience of 

preparation, (d) over-coming discrimination, and (e) found satisfaction outside of the 
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superintendency. This plan could be a supportive pathway for women who have not yet 

pursued the superintendency.  

Future Research 

The findings of this study lay the groundwork for future scholarly exploration of 

this and other closely-related topics. First, due to the restricted population of the study, 

future researchers might use my audit trail and procedures to replicate the study in 

another school district, either within the study state or beyond. Collecting additional and 

perhaps more diverse data could come from sampling female K–12 principals and central 

office personnel from multiple school districts, allowing for comparison and broader 

transferability. Qualitative studies incorporate smaller sample sizes and participant 

perceptions rather than statistical data. For this reason, they are less generalizable to other 

populations. The use of quantitative or mixed-methods approaches would produce 

statistical data from a significantly larger sample, perhaps providing more useful 

information to district leaders and boards of directors regarding the barriers women face 

in their paths to the superintendency.  

Social Change Implications 

This study has to potential to affect positive social change on several levels. First, 

at the individual level, women who are considering or have obtained their superintendent 

certification might recognize the barriers other members of this population face and adapt 

their career paths and approaches to promotion. Women who are principals or central 

office personnel might see themselves in the words of this study’s participants and 

recognize that they are not alone in their struggles for advancement.  
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This study could also affect social change at the organizational level. Boards of 

directors and hiring and promotion committees might recognize the biases they have 

perpetrated unintentionally through practices that favor male candidates. School district 

personnel could create mentoring programs, recognizing the importance of mentors to 

provide female educators with guidance, advice, and encouragement. State department of 

education personnel could implement oversight to prevent gender discrimination in 

school district-level hiring and promotion practices. By encouraging and supporting 

female instructors through career counseling and mentorship, education providers will 

likely attract even more talented personnel and retain top performers. 

When the workforce looks like the population they serve, others may be inspired 

to achieve higher-level positions. With a clear path for women to become 

superintendents, students of all genders will see that positions of power need not be held 

only by men. Gender parity in high-level education positions would show those within 

the community that they have opportunities inside and outside education. 

Conclusion 

Despite holding 75% of all certified positions in K–12 schools, just 24% of public 

school superintendent roles are held by women. In the state of study, these statistics are 

only marginally better, with approximately 29% of superintendent roles held by women. 

Although women achieve superintendent certification, many of them choose not to apply 

for the position.  

This qualitative case study was an exploration of the perceptions of eight female 

African American K–12 principals and central office personnel regarding why they 
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attained certification and what influenced their decision not to apply for the 

superintendency at this point in their careers. Two cycles of coding and thematic data 

analysis produced five themes to answer the study’s two research questions. The findings 

showed the importance of encouragement and the presence of ongoing gender 

discrimination, work-life balance challenges, position politics, and racial and gender bias. 

K–12 educators and school district leaders can use this study to create more diverse and 

inclusive environments and paths to the superintendency. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Date:  

Time:  

Interviewee Code #: 

Location of Interview: 

 

Parts of the Interview Interview Questions and Notes 

Introduction Hi, my name is Tiawana Giles. Thank you very much for 

participating in this interview today. As you know, the 

purpose of this interview is to explore Factors Influencing 

K–12 Female Educators’ Decision Not to Apply for the 

Superintendency. This should last about 45 to 60 minutes. 

After the interview, I will be examining your answers for 

data analysis purposes. However, I will not identify you in 

my documents, and no one will be able to identify you with 

your answers. You can choose to stop this interview at any 

time. Also, I need to let you know that this interview will be 

recorded for transcription purposes. 

 

Do you have any questions?  

 

Are you ready to begin? 

Question 1 What made you decide to obtain your superintendent 

certification? 

 

Probing question: 

• Did you discuss this decision with anyone (e.g., 

spouse, family members, colleagues) before pursuing 

certification? Is so, what kind of responses did you 

get? 

• When did you apply? 

• Have you shared with your direct report you have a 

superintendent certification? Why or Why not? 

Question 2 How long were you in your current position before you 

obtained the certification?  

 

Probing question: 

• Why did you apply early/late (as applicable) in your 

career? 

• Tell me about some of your experiences in your 

current position? 
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• How is this position helping you grow and develop 

as a leader? 

Question 3 What kinds of gender discrimination, if any, have you 

experienced in your K–12 career?  

 

Probing question: 

• What did you do when faced with gender 

discrimination?  

• What other positions have you applied for? 

• Why do you think you did or did not get the 

positions you applied for? 

Question 4 What did you hope to achieve by obtaining the 

superintendent certification, expect in getting your 

certification? 

 

Probing question: 

• What were your goals in getting your certification? 

• Did you have any other expectations.? 

Question 5 What are your short- and long-term goals now that you have 

superintendent certification? 

• Could you tell me more about…. 

• Has your goal changed since 

• What have you learned since getting the certification? 

• What can be accomplished. 

Question 6 Why haven’t you yet pursued the superintendency? 

 

Probing questions: 

• Was there a specific incident that led to you not 

pursuing the position? If so, what? 

• What situations could lead you to pursue the 

superintendency? 

• What role has gender played in your decision? 

Question 7 What have been your experiences in balancing your personal 

and professional lives in your current position? 

• Is there anything that you have learned? 

• If you had to do this all over again, how would you do it 

differently. 

Question 8 What supports, if any, have helped you over the course of 

your career? 

 

Probing question: 

• What supports could help you pursue the 

superintendency? 
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• What professional organizations are your currently 

active in? 

• What role will these professional organization play 

in you applying and getting a superintendency 

position? 

Question 9 How well do you feel your career path prepared you for the 

superintendency? 

 

Probing question: 

• How could you have been better prepared?  

• What are you doing now to make sure you are ready? 

• Mentor? 

Question 10 What do you think would change your mind to apply for the 

superintendency? 

• Tell me why? 

Question 11 What have you learned in this experience that you would 

like to share with other women educators? 

• What recommendations would you have for other 

women who aspire to the superintendency position? 

• What positions and connections if any should they 

make? 

• What role does mentorship play in getting a 

superintendency position? 

Close Thank you for your answers. Do you have anything else 

you’d like to share? 

 

Do you have any questions for me? 

 

Thank you for your time. Goodbye. 
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Appendix B: Preliminary Codes 

advisement  

career aspirations and goals 

credibility  

difficult environment 

difficulty for women 

family encouragement 

few women  

gender bias 

hiring process 

more education 

more experience  

no district support 

no interest 

no mentoring 

other pathways 

personal goals 

politics 

racial bias 

work-family balance  
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