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Abstract
African American women are underrepresented in the attainment of superintendent roles
from a racial and gendered standpoint. African American females hold only 1% of
superintendent positions in a field in which 27% of superintendents are women and 8.6%
of superintendents are African American. The purpose of this qualitative case study was
to describe the barriers and supports experienced by African American women in their
attainment of superintendent roles in rural U.S. school districts. Black feminist thought
and intersectionality provided the conceptual frameworks for this qualitative study. Data
were collected from semistructured interviews with eight African American female
superintendents from rural U.S. school districts. Data were analyzed from open coding to
gather categories and axial coding to establish themes. Findings from data analysis
indicated seven themes: high educational and professional qualifications; apparent or
nonapparent racial inequity; inequity as it relates to gender bias; cultural lens of the
conservative rural concept; the structural lens as trailblazers; resiliency to overcome
isolation and self-imposed barriers; and support from mentors, family, and the school
community. Aspiring African American female superintendents, educational leadership
preparation programs, school districts, and search firms may use the findings from this
study and contribute to social change leading to the increased representation of African

American women in superintendent roles.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

This study focused on the role attainment of African American female
superintendents in rural U.S. school districts. The number of African American female
superintendents does not proportionately reflect the population of educators in the field,
nor does it reflect the student population in schools. The American Association of School
Administrators (date, as cited in National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2016)
found that across the United States the underrepresentation of people of color was more
prevalent among superintendents than teachers and principals. The American Association
of School Administrators (2020, as cited in American Association of School
Administrators [AASA], 2015) also reported that of the 8.6% African American
superintendents, African American women held only 1% of the superintendent roles.
Further, Campbell (2015) reported that students of color make up more than 50% of the
student population in southern rural school districts. By 2024, the number of students of
color is expected to increase to 54% (NCES, 2016). As the demographics in schools shift
to an increasing population of students of color, it is important that changes occur in top-
level school leadership positions as an example of how to build more inclusive
communities and schools (Capper & Young, 2014). Brown (2014) noted that African
American women who attain superintendent roles learn, teach, and model how to
overcome racism, sexism, and oppressive sociopolitics.

Researchers postulated that female educational leaders are not in positions that
traditionally lead to superintendent roles (Glass, 2000). Similar to the disconnect between

female leader preparation and the low attainment of superintendent roles of other women,



African American female leaders’ experiences are due to the disconnections credited to
the intersections of their multiple marginalized identities (McDowell & Carter-Francique,
2017). Rural school leadership involves multiple challenging factors that disconnects and
isolates it from urban and suburban school leadership. African American female
leadership and rural school district leadership share complexities. Like rural school
leadership, African American female leadership does not align with traditional leadership
characteristics. African American female leaders present dynamics of at least two
constructs: gender and race. In conjunction with gender and race, the rural context serves
as an additional construct that includes poverty, inequity, and isolation requiring adaptive
leadership (Klocko & Justis, 2019).

Barriers and professional supports impact the attainment of superintendent roles
for African American women. McCluney and Rabelo (2019) examined the impact of
gender and race on how marginalized people are perceived, evaluated, and assigned to
midmanagement level positions. The glass ceiling effect based on gender barriers and the
concrete ceiling effect based on racial barriers affects the attainment of superintendent
roles for African American women (Beckwith et al., 2016). Hoyt and Murphy (2016)
contended that African American women were disadvantaged from a historical vantage
point with barriers such as stereotypes, which in many cases lead to isolation in
educational leadership. Whether inflicted upon by others or self-imposed, inequity in the
attainment of superintendent roles by African American women will be more
disproportionate as the demographics of women of color continue to increase in the

United States (Pace, 2018). Howard et al. (2017) explored the impact of mentors and the



power of networking on mentees’ career advancement. They recommended continuous
support to lessen the effects of the glass ceiling and concrete ceiling.

The current study was significant because | sought to provide a better
understanding of the barriers and supports African American female superintendents face
and receive in their attainment of superintendent roles in rural U.S. school districts. This
study was an original contribution to addressing the issue of a lack of representation of
African Americans in educational leadership positions that can be documented as far
back as the 1954 supreme court case, Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka, which
integrated schools but not the educational leaders within the schools. The findings from
this study may lead to changes that could affect the number of African American women
in superintendent roles in rural school districts by providing an understanding of the
barriers and supports for aspiring African American female superintendents. This study
could also lead to changes that could affect the educational outcome for students of color
by having an identifiable educational leader who looks like them.

Chapter 1 introduces the study on the attainment of superintendent roles of
African American women in rural U.S. school districts. This chapter includes the
background of the attainment of superintendent roles, the problem statement in relation to
underrepresentation in the attainment of superintendent roles for African American
women in rural school districts, the purpose of the study, and the research questions.
Additionally, Chapter 1 includes the study’s conceptual framework, nature of the study,
definitions, assumptions, scope and delimitations, limitations, significance, and a

summary.



Background

Gender, race, and class are intersectional constructs that impact the attainment of
superintendent roles in the United States. In a narrative inquiry involving five female
superintendents, Gammill and Vaughn (2011) discovered the attainment of
superintendent roles was dependent on the school community’s views of acceptable
womanhood. Similarly, Bernal et al.’s (2017) comparative study of three men and three
women on the gender bias within the superintendency found that gender bias was
prevalent for women due to their role in parenthood. Samuel and Mokoaleli (2017)
analyzed the stereotypes of gender and leadership roles and determined that prejudice
toward female leaders was dependent on biases of the evaluators who were typically men.
Koch et al. (2015) investigated the employment decision making by gender and found
that women exhibited a near-zero bias and men exhibited a much larger pro-male bias.
Extensive research over the decades has revealed the condition of African American
women’s double disadvantages based on race and gender produced a different experience
from all other women and racial groups (Beckwith et al., 2016).

Five women in a study conducted by Davis and Maldonaldo (2015) confirmed
that the intersections of race and gender informed their development as leaders. More
specifically, Holsey et al. (2020) revealed that African American female administrators
perceived race as a factor in the denial or acceptance in role attainment. Beckwith et al.
(2016) indicated that the dual bias of race and gender isolates African American women
in search of role attainment. In addition to gender and race, constructs like class are

essential to overcome simplistic, one-dimensional approaches by engaging the



multiplicities of African American women’s circumstances (Tefera et al., 2018).

Beckwith et al. (2016) reported that educational leaders entering organizations to
attain the superintendency were expected to adopt the existing organizational norms
framed by the White male majority leaders in the field. Studies have been conducted on
the attainment of superintendent roles. However, the African American female
perspective has been limited in the research or attributed to the gendered perspective of
White women and the racial perspective of Black men (Brown, 2014). Two conceptual
frameworks, Black feminist thought and intersectionality, aligned the gendered and racial
perspectives with addressing the Black feminist plight and the multitude of oppressions
that can occur in conjunction with gender and race, like class. Researchers posited
gender, race, and class as multiple oppressions that minimalize African American
women’s existence in superintendent role attainment and in the literature (Collins, 2000).

African American women’s educational leadership limitation is attributed to the
“glass ceiling,” an invisible barrier to advancement based on attitudinal or organizational
biases (Davis & Maldonado, 2015; Meyerson & Fletcher, 2000). Should an African
American female ascend to the superintendent position, Beckwith et al. (2016) found that
the “concrete ceiling” would make it difficult to penetrate the apparent barriers in an
organization based on stereotypes relating to multiple oppressions categorized by gender,
race, and class.

In the rural school context, African American women presented with gender, race,
and class issues experience inequity and isolation in their attainment of superintendent

roles. Academic performance in rural schools has improved in recent years, but it is



important to note that achievement gaps are based on race in rural schools, mirroring
what happens in urban and suburban school districts (Showalter et al., 2019). Lavalley
(2018) found that regardless of region, poverty created inequalities that
disproportionately affected racial minority children. African American female
educational leaders and students of color share a similar plight of attainment in both
schools and in society. Additionally, the transformational leadership style exhibited by
African American women demonstrates resiliency that can be transferred to leadership in
rural schools (Klocko & Justis, 2019). When people implement strategic measures that
adequately address challenges, the action steps may be applied to other situations.
Although barriers exist for African American women, supports to make the attainment of
superintendent roles possible exist.

Most studies examined the superintendency from the White male perspective.
Other studies presented the superintendency from the White female perspective or the
Black male perspective, further demonstrating how positionality in society supports the
need to study the Black female perspective. Beyond missing gender and race perspectives
on the superintendency, research on school districts was not always inclusive of rural
school districts. After a review of research, | found a gap in practice regarding
understanding how African American female superintendents in rural school districts in a
southern state in the United States attained their superintendent roles. This study
addressed the underrepresentation in the attainment of roles for African American female
superintendents in rural school districts. This study has the potential to effect positive

change related to representation in the attainment of superintendent roles for African



American women by adding to the literature on African American female leaders and
rural school district leadership.
Problem Statement

The problem that was the focus of this study was the underrepresentation of
African American female superintendents in rural school districts. Though about 75% of
the nation’s professional educators are women, almost 75% of the superintendents are
men, exposing a gender gap in educational leadership (Allred et al., 2017). According to
Allred et al. (2017), women express their aspirations through preparation. Allred et al.
reported that women were more proportionately represented in doctoral degree
completion, years of teaching experience, and completion of administration educational
preparation programs than men but were underrepresented in the attainment of
superintendent roles in public schools. Because at least half of all students living in
southern states are enrolled in rural school districts, role attainment for African American
female superintendents impacts 50% of the public school districts (Showalter et al.,
2019). The population of African American female superintendents is also
disproportionate to the population of students in schools.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how African American
female superintendents describe their attainment of superintendent roles in rural school
districts in a southern U.S. state. African American women currently serving as
superintendents were asked to discuss their experiences attaining their roles. Specifically,

African American female superintendents were asked to discuss the barriers they had



faced and describe how they overcame them to attain their roles. Participants were also
asked to discuss how they were supported in the attainment of their roles.
Research Questions

The following research questions (RQs) guided this study:

RQ1: What are the perspectives of African American female superintendents
about their experiences attaining superintendent roles in rural school districts?

RQ2: How did African American female superintendents overcome barriers to
attain their superintendent roles in rural school districts?

RQ3: What types of support do African American female superintendents
perceive as beneficial in helping them attain superintendent roles in rural school districts?

Conceptual Framework

This study was framed within the conceptual models of Black feminist thought
and intersectionality. Black feminist thought was coined by Crenshaw (1989) and
developed by Collins (2000) to empower African Americans within the context of social
injustice sustained by intersecting oppressions. Applicable to educational leadership,
Black feminist thought investigates the discrimination of African American women as
superintendents (Crenshaw, 1989). Black feminist thought proposes that African
American women are represented by both race and gender simultaneously.
Intersectionality demonstrates the degree to which multiple oppressions like race, gender,
and class make African American women subordinate in society (Crenshaw, 1989).
Further, Crenshaw described intersectionality as overlapping biases.

The logical connection between the framework and this study was understanding



African American women’s attainment of superintendent roles in rural school districts.
Black feminist thought explores the experience of African American women in their
capacity as leaders. Moreover, intersectionality explains the relationship of intersecting
oppressions that include race, sex, and class. In this study, the literature review addressed
racism, sexism, and classism as intersecting factors impeding African American women’s
attainment of the superintendent role. Black feminist thought and intersectionality were
used to support the perspective of African American women in superintendent roles in
rural school districts in a southern U.S. state. Chapter 2 provides a more detailed analysis
of Black feminist thought and intersectionality. Moreover, Chapter 2 shows a progression
of the concepts from a historical standpoint to a more current analysis of the attainment
of superintendent roles for African American women in rural school districts.
Nature of the Study

For this study, | selected a qualitative case study design. Qualitative research
methodology “attempts to understand individuals, groups, and phenomena in their natural
settings in ways that are contextualized and reflect the meaning that people make out of
their own experiences” (Ravitch & Carl, 2016, p. 2). Check and Schutt (2012) indicated
that terminology can create bias in research. As a result, reducing bias can be observed in
framing the problem and questions that seek an explanation from participants rather than
present any preconceived conclusions. Qualitative researchers aim to understand how
people make sense of the world from their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Case study research is “the in-depth study of one or more instances of a

phenomenon in its real-life context that reflects the perspective of the participants
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involved in the phenomenon” (Gall et al., 2007, p. 447). Case studies are also bounded by
time, place, and shared experiences (Creswell, 2013). The current qualitative case study
included African American women currently serving as rural school superintendents in a
southern U.S. state. Rural school districts represent half of all districts in most southern
states in the U.S., and the participants in this case study represented the population from
half of the total public schools in the southern U.S. state in which the study was
conducted. Case study research methods include multiple data sources or cases in which
one source or case is used to check or verify another (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In the
current study, data were gathered from eight African American women serving as
superintendents in rural school districts in a southern state. This qualitative case study
enabled the participants, African American female superintendents, to describe the
barriers and supports they experienced in their attainment of the superintendency in rural
school districts. Data were collected from one-on-one semistructured interviews lasting
between 20 and 40 minutes. Interviews were held in an agreed upon location to maintain
the participants’ privacy and confidentiality. Interviews were recorded, notes were taken,
and data were analyzed using coding and thematic analysis.
Definitions

The following terms were used throughout the study:

African American female leadership: Racialized and gendered role expectations
above and beyond those expected of other administrators (Bloom & Erlandson, 2003).

Attainment: Acquiring roles based on challenges of historical and sociopolitical

factors within regions (Brown, 2014).
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Black feminist: An individual who makes the case that Black women must deal
with the concept of the double bind socially and politically as a Black person and as a
woman (Davis & Brown, 2017).

Barriers: Internal and external obstacles to career progression (Beckwith et al.,
2016).

Career path: The various ways in which leaders ascend to administrative levels
based on their years of experience and career choices (Holsey et al., 2020).

Educational leadership: People who occupy positions of power in an educational
organizational (American Association of University Women [AAUW], 2016).

Ethics of care: Benefits centered around interpersonal and institutional
relationships from people with shared conditions (Horsford, 2010).

Female leadership: Women faced with challenges when working in male-
dominated organizational cultures because success may be dependent on women’s
adaptation to the organizational culture adhering to the attitudes and values traditionally
observed by male leaders (Carli & Eagly, 2001).

Gender bias: Issues female leaders face involving personal and professional
challenges (Bernal et al., 2017).

Gendered perspective: Women competing with men for leadership roles are
disadvantaged by the perception that leadership is a male trait or role (Sperandio &
Devdas, 2015).

Intersectionality: Theorizing of women of color regarding race, gender, sexuality,

and other forms of inequality (Tefera et al., 2018).
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Isolation: Characterized by geographical, racial, or gendered vastness (DeFeo &
Tran, 2019).

Racial inequality: Issues relating to racial marginalization (Rankin-Wright et al.,
2020).

Racial perspective: Adaptation to identities; a strong Black racial identity or a
corporate identity defined by White standards (Bell, 1990).

Rural school leadership: Unique leadership based on the context in which the role
is impacted by lack of resources, multifaceted responsibilities, and expectations of a high-
profile role in the community (Klocko & Justis, 2019).

Superintendent role: Institutionalized as men’s work that began with an emphasis
on management to improve the overall school system operations by prioritizing time and
efficiency and later focused on instructional leadership (Robinson et al., 2017).

Supports: External assistance within and outside of organizations focused on
position or role attainment and retention (Wiley et al., 2017).

Assumptions

Wolgemuth et al. (2017) asserted that assumptions come from social, historical,
political, and cultural constructs used to anticipate how research problems are framed and
solutions are formulated. The current qualitative case study was based on three
assumptions. The first assumption was that the attainment of superintendent roles for
African American women differs from other genders and races of educational leaders. |
assumed that African American participants would offer a unique perspective on

superintendent role attainment. The second assumption was that African American
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women experienced barriers in attaining their superintendent roles. This assumption was
necessary to bring credibility to the experiences of the participants in the study. |
assumed the participants had integrity based on their position of power and responsibility
in their organization. The last assumption was that African American women experienced
supports in the attainment of their superintendent roles. The study’s dependability was
bounded by the participants’ responses that addressed the barriers and supports in
attaining superintendent roles.

Scope and Delimitations

According to Theofanidis and Fountouki (2019), the scope of a study outlines the
confinement to which a study is held based on its research questions and methodology.
The current study’s scope was the barriers and supports experienced by African
American female superintendents in their attainment of superintendent roles in rural
school districts in a southern U.S. state. The participants’ recruitment was bounded by
gender and race, current attainment of the superintendent role, and representation in a
rural school district in a southern U.S. state.

Delimitations are not positive or negative, but rather provide a detailed account of
the reasoning that clarifies the study’s focus related to the design and conceptual
framework (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019). The current study’s findings cannot be
generalized to all rural school districts in the southern state in which the study was
conducted or to rural school districts across the United States. Additionally, this study
cannot be generalized to all African American women who attained superintendent roles.

Furthermore, this study was limited by the small available population from which to
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select a sample.
Limitations

Limitations are potential weaknesses of a study outside of the researcher’s control
linked to the research design and constraints of conducting the study (Theofanidis &
Fountouki, 2019). The first limitation of the current study was the targeted sample size of
between eight and 10 participants. Another limitation was my potential bias as both the
data collector and data analyst. However, exhaustive efforts were made to mitigate my
biases. Finally, a limitation was participants’ honesty in their responses to the questions
as well as their willingness to discuss the challenges they faced in attaining their
superintendent roles.

Significance

This study was significant because it was expected to reveal the barriers and
supports African American female superintendents faced in their attainment of
superintendent roles in rural school districts. An original contribution may be made in
educational leadership to address the issue of underrepresentation in the attainment of
roles for African American female superintendents in rural school districts. | sought to
lead the efforts to create awareness that may stimulate changes that may increase the
number of African American women who attain superintendent roles in rural school
districts. Specifically, | strove to impart an understanding of the barriers and supports of
superintendent attainment for aspiring African American women, educational leadership
preparation programs, school districts, and school boards and search firms who hire

superintendents. This study could also lead to changes for disadvantaged students of



color. As the percentage of people of color increases in the United States, including
students and African American women, it is important to note that underrepresentation
may be more statistically disproportionate racially if changes do not occur in role
attainment in schools and in society.
Summary

I explored how African American female superintendents described their
attainment of the superintendent roles in rural school districts in a southern U.S. state.
Although all women and people of color are underrepresented in the attainment of
superintendent roles, the disparity is more distinct for African American women. This
study was aligned with the phenomenon of interest to explore the barriers and supports
experienced by African American female superintendents in their attainment of
superintendent roles in rural school districts in a southern U.S. state. This study’s
framework was adopted from Black feminist thought and intersectionality conceptual
models to understand the underrepresentation in the attainment of roles for African
American female superintendents in rural school districts. Black feminist thought
explores the experiences of African American women in their capacity as leaders.
Moreover, intersectionality explains the relationship of intersecting oppressions that
include class, race, and sex. Black feminist thought and intersectionality supported the
identification of the perspectives of African American female superintendents in rural
school districts in a southern U.S. state using a qualitative case study approach. This
chapter also included the research questions, definitions, assumptions, scope and

delimitations, limitations, and significance of the study.

15
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Chapter 2 includes the literature search strategy, sources, and keywords used in
the search that formed the literature review. Also, scholarly discussion of the conceptual
frameworks tied the historical analysis to current application to the research problem is
included. Chapter 2 includes a review of the literature on educational leadership of

African American women in a rural context.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This qualitative study addressed the barriers and supports experienced by African
American female superintendents in their attainment of superintendent roles in rural
school districts in a southern U.S. state. Despite being highly qualified for the position,
African American female superintendents are underrepresented in role attainment in rural
school districts. The NCES (2019) reported that postsecondary institutions conferred the
doctoral degrees of African American women at a rate of between 10.3% and 10.5% each
year since 2014-2015. Nonetheless, AASA (2015) revealed that African American
women account for only 1% of all superintendents. These statistics are especially
alarming considering that African American women struggle to attain superintendent
roles in rural school districts with large populations of racial minority students and
students living in poverty (Lavalley, 2018). As a result, it was imperative to have African
American female superintendents serving as superintendents in rural school districts
explain the barriers and supports in attaining their positions.

Although a diverse population of educators have held the superintendent role,
research has documented its complexity from the White male standpoint. Bjork et al.
(2019) asserted that the superintendent’s role has evolved from manager to leading
change in schools. Fields et al. (2019) proposed that the superintendent’s role was to
ensure school boards stay abreast of district business, activities, requirements, and
develop administrative plans that drive day-to-day operations in alignment with board
policies. Although the superintendent role has changed, there has been little change in the

representation in the role attainment of superintendents in schools. According to the
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available research, the African American superintendent is underrepresented (Fields et
al., 2019). Further, there is even less representation of African American female
superintendents. Alston (2000) called for an increase in the study of African American
female superintendents and leadership roles focused on women in administration. The
current study was conducted to: (a) explore the perspectives of African American female
superintendents regarding their experiences in attaining superintendent roles in rural
school districts, (b) explain how African American female superintendents overcame
barriers to attain their superintendent roles in rural school districts, and (c) explain how
African American female superintendents were supported in the attainment of their
superintendent roles in rural school districts.
Literature Search Strategy

The references used in this study were found through a comprehensive search of
literature on the barriers and supports experienced by African American female
superintendents in attaining their positions in rural school districts. Several resources
were used, including AASA Journal of Scholarship and Practice, Advancing Women in
Leadership, Digital Commons, Educational Leadership, ERIC, Google Scholar, Harvard
Business Review, Higher Education, Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Business
Studies Quarterly, Online Search Services, National Center for Education Statistics,
ProQuest, SAGE Journals, Scholar Works, The School Superintendents Association, and
other Walden University Library research services. The search was conducted using the
following key terms: superintendent roles, gendered perspective, racial perspective,

black feminist, intersectionality, female leadership, educational leadership, educational
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administration, career path, adaptive leadership, inequality of attainment, female
representation, ethics of care, rural schools, racial inequality, gender bias, isolation of
women, female stereotypes, attainment barriers, and attainment supports.
Conceptual Framework

Black feminist thought and intersectionality were the two conceptual frameworks
in this study. These conceptual frameworks connected social identities that intersected
structures of oppression (Harris & Patton, 2019). Crenshaw (1989) noted that
intersectionality was derived from Black feminist thought. For this reason, Black feminist
thought and intersectionality were concepts that grounded the study. Intersectionality is a
more evolved concept that builds on Black feminist thought describing an increased
number of intersecting structures.
Black Feminist Thought

Black feminism began in the 1970s, evolving from the Civil Rights and feminist
movements (Davis & Brown, 2017). Collins (2000) was credited with developing Black
feminist thought to empower Black women. Black feminist thought’s foundation rests on
the premise that race and gender contain inherent power differences but must be viewed
dually (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Black feminist thought provided a standpoint for
examining the oppression experienced by African American women relative to their
location of historical power (Davis & Maldonado, 2015).

Davis and Brown (2017) asserted that African American women’s exclusion and
marginalization could be documented from both a historical and contemporary

perspective. Black women’s characterization in history was described as patterns of
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invisibility in areas such as research, consideration in the development of policies, and
equitable representation (Rankin-Wright et al., 2020). Because of this, little research
exists on African American women in leadership. In addition, false narratives such as the
double-advantage hypothesis of researchers affirmed how African American women who
attain leadership roles fail to be backed by policies (McDowell & Carter-Francique,
2017). Furthermore, educational leaders do not work collaboratively to build an inclusive
field holding all members accountable for the academic achievement outcomes of all
students (Capper & Young, 2014). Black feminist theory emerged due to Black women’s
exclusion in the feminist theory framework (Crenshaw, 1989). Crenshaw (1989)
maintained that empowered Black women held no value for feminist theory. The feminist
theory’s position was taken from the White female perspective that disqualifies it as a
theory inclusive of the Black female viewpoint. As a marginalized group, African
American women experienced dismay with African American males. As opposed to
shared activism to address common oppressions, African American women were
historically expected to serve agendas led by men for men’s benefit (Collins & Bilge,
2016). The extent of the marginalization surrounding Black feminism was the racism
unknown to their White counterparts and the sexism lost on their male counterparts
(Davis & Brown, 2017).

Black feminist thought is a multidisciplinary approach by Black feminists to
combat oppression. This theory brought awareness of black feminism defined by

e classism and stereotypes due to place in society

e invisibility or isolation
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e exclusion in research, policy, and representation

e marginalization by gender and race

e inequity in representation through gender in the field, racial population,

preparation, and attainment of leadership roles (Crenshaw, 1989)

Intersectionality

Crenshaw (1989, as cited in Harris & Patton, 2019) was credited with introducing
the concept of intersectionality to frame the marginalization of Black women in
antidiscrimination law in which overlapping oppressions were acknowledged.
Acceptance of intersectionality as a school of thought sets precedence in conceding that
Black women’s issues are unique and must be evaluated from multiple lenses (Crenshaw,
1989). Crenshaw cited three Title VI cases: DeGraffenreid vs. General Motors, Moore
vs. Hughes Helicopter, and Payne vs. Travenol, which posed challenges for
intersectionality in the judicial system. In DeGraffenreid vs. General Motors, five Black
women sued General Motors, alleging hiring discrimination before the Civil Rights Act
of 1964 and unjust firing after 1970 against Black women. Crenshaw reported that the
court ruled that their suit must be examined as race discrimination or sex discrimination,
but not both. The idea of race discrimination alone did not apply because Black men’s
experiences nullified that narrative. Similarly, sex discrimination was improbable
because White women dispelled the myth of sex discrimination. In the case of Moore vs.
Hughes Helicopter, Moore claimed Hughes Helicopter discriminated against Black
females by refusing to promote them to senior-level positions within the company

(Crenshaw, 1989). The court stalled intersectionality progression by failing to certify
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Black females as class representatives questioning the legitimacy of the suit, having no
claim of females’ Equal Employment Opportunity Commission violation but a claim as
Black females only, which excluded White females (Crenshaw, 1989). Comparably, two
Black females won a race discrimination suit involving a pharmaceutical plant in Payne
vs. Travenol. However, the court refused to extend the ruling to Black men, continuing
the divide of Black women not representing the Black race as a whole.

Intersectionality emerged from law into other fields taking on intersectional
perspectives of race/ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, religion, citizenship, ability, and
age (Tefera et al., 2018). Further, intersectional analysis was classified through structural,
political, and representational lenses (Agosto & Roland, 2018). In leadership,
intersectionality describes the multiple aspects of identity, providing a rich understanding
of diverse leaders (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). Agosto and Roland (2018) explored
intersectionality in K—12 educational leadership literature focused on reducing education
inequalities. Position in society, race, gender, and class chronicled the multiple
dimensions of the experiences unique to women of color (Crenshaw, 1989).

Any two intersections joined by a third intersection create greater barriers in
attaining educational leadership roles. Moorosi et al. (2018) interviewed three Black
female educational leaders from England, South Africa, and the United States. Findings
indicated the intersection of race and social class compounded with gender limited the
attainment of their position to schools that fit their identities. Sanchez-Pefia et al. (2016)
analyzed literature considering the overlapping identities of race, gender, and class of

Latina women in academia. Sanchez-Pefia et al. found that race and class were
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exacerbated by gender as women’s cultural norms in Latino culture influenced Latinas’
professional goals. A study was conducted on Asian American administrators’
intersection of gender, race/ethnicity, and leadership (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
Liang and Peters-Hawkins (2017) determined that Asian female administrators struggled
with gender and race augmented by cultural discrimination that was the driving force in
attaining their positions to impact students’ lives who looked like them. Discourse in
organizations or systems that refuse to acknowledge that inequality exists fail to
acknowledge the genuine needs and concerns of underrepresented groups and their
stories (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).

Moorosi et al. (2018) defined intersectionality as multiple forms of discrimination
experienced by women while being Black. With Moorosi et al.’s definition in context,
intersectionality describes how additional constructs that reach an impasse for
marginalized African American women. A review of the literature on intersectionality
showed

Gender and race served as the foundation for the addition of another construct.

e Opposers to this school of thought challenged multiple oppressions calling for
the identification of one construct at a time.

e The field may dismiss claims that did not apply to the dominant race or
gender.

e Black women were represented by both dimensions, race and gender

(Crenshaw, 1989).
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Literature Review Related to Key Concepts and Variable

Several databases were used to search the literature related to the study. The
results yielded literature in the form of dissertations, peer-reviewed journal articles, peer-
reviewed studies, books, and excerpts from each of these. The literature search’s focus
included Black feminist thought, intersectionality, history of superintendent roles,
African American female leadership, leadership in rural school districts, barriers
impacting the attainment of superintendent roles for African American women, and
supports impacting the attainment of superintendent roles for African American women.
In this literature review, scholarly discussion from previous research was applied to the
current study.
History of Superintendent Roles

Since its inception in 1837, research on superintendent roles has failed to
represent the field’s changing population. In 1874, Phebe Sudlow, a White female,
became the first female superintendent in a public school district in lowa. Credit to this
progression of Sudlow and other females who attained the superintendent role was the
absence of men in education who were away fighting in the Civil War (Bonney, 1981).
DiCanio et al. (2016) maintained this trend continued throughout the Civil War but
declined from 1945 through 1970. AASA (1992, as cited in Glass, 1992) reported women
accounted for 7% of the superintendents. The AASA (2015, as cited in Robinson et al.,
201) found that 24.1% of women were superintendents in 2010 and 27% of women were
superintendents in 2015.

The history of African American women as superintendents in the United States is
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unclear. However, Velma Dolphin Ashley was credited as being the pioneer who served
as the superintendent of a Black school district from 1944 to 1956 in Oklahoma (Alston,
2000). Since that time, AASA (2015) indicated that African American women represent
less than 1% of superintendents. Uncertainty in African American women’s data as
superintendents exists because the number of Black female superintendents is unknown
compared to the total population of all superintendents and other female superintendents
(Alston, 2000). The fact that it is difficult to ascertain African American women’s
representation as superintendents is further substantiated due to the minimal participation
of racial and ethnic groups in surveys (Tate, 2019).
Preparation for the Superintendent Role

Although the qualifications for superintendent roles differ today, the
qualifications were the same as they were for principal roles in 1837. The history of
African American female leaders serving in superintendent roles began in 1944 with
Velma Dolphin Ashley. Alston (2000) found there were five Black female
superintendents in 1978, 11 in 1982, 16 in 1983, 29 in 1984, and 25 in 1985. Currently,
educators accept the AASA’s estimate of 1% for African American female
superintendents in the United States because no state or national government agency
collects data correlating gender, race, and superintendency (Sanchez & Thornton, 2010).
Since the establishment of superintendent roles, the qualifications for attainment include
educational administration preparation programs for the superintendency.

Allred et al. (2017) reported that women were interested in the superintendent’s

role as demonstrated in their preparation. Gender-related findings from AASA’s 2015
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Mid-Decade Survey indicated 61.1% of African American women exceeded 49.7% of all
males and 60.5% of all females in doctoral degree attainment and therefore demonstrated
educational preparation (Robinson et al., 2017). To add to the discussion on attainment,
Robinson et al. (2017) summarized AASA’s 2015 Mid-Decade Survey revealing that
African American female superintendents were more likely to lead urban school districts
with 3,000 or fewer students while White women tended to lead rural school districts
highly populated with students of color. For these reasons, African American women
may want to prepare themselves by selecting and enrolling in educational administration
preparations programs that focus on awareness in rural school leadership.
Career Path as It Relates to Aspiration

African American female leaders must be conscious of the superintendency’s
traditional career path from various intersectional perspectives: gender, race, and class.
From a gendered perspective, women attained superintendent roles later in life than men
because, comparatively, they spent eleven or more years teaching while men spent five or
fewer years teaching before becoming educational administrators (Robinson et al., 2017).
Robinson et al. (2017) found that men’s typical career path was teacher, high school
principal, and then superintendent, while women’s typical career trajectory was teacher,
elementary principal, central office director, and then superintendent. According to
Robinson et al. (2017), the determining factor for men in attaining superintendent roles
was first to become high school principals because the brevity of the responsibility of the
position was more closely aligned to that of the position as superintendent.

AASA’s 2015 Mid-Decade Survey published statistics regarding female
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superintendents’ career path by race, with African American female superintendents
leading in six out of nine career path categories. Nonetheless, African American women
represented only 1% of the 27% total population of all female superintendents. In
addition to gender, African American female leaders aspiring to attain superintendent
roles were also compelled to consider race before selecting a career path. African
American females were more likely to ascend to the superintendency at a higher
percentage than White women if they matriculated through the system as
paraprofessionals, master teachers, assistant principals, district coordinators, military
service members, or other professional in the educational field. Whereas White women
were more likely to ascend to the superintendency at a higher percentage than African
American women if they matriculated through the system as teachers, principals, and
assistant superintendents (Robinson et al., 2017).

The discussion surrounding social categories led scholars to equity issues that
continue to tie the African American female leader into a triad inclusive of gender, race,
and class that cannot be viewed as separate categories (Salem, 2018). In a
phenomenological qualitative study of five Black female administrators in a
resourced-deficient rural school district, Holsey et al. (2020) found that the opportunity to
attain positions may be higher for aspiring superintendents who sought role attainment
from the class of people they understood and had an intimate relationship with through
experience. Recruitment of talent into resourced deficient areas is challenging for school
districts but can be remedied with the grow-your-own model mirroring talent

development with prospective teachers and principals (Holsey et al., 2020).
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Outside of the intersectional perspectives of gender, race, and class, discussion of
career paths focused on generational awareness and the insider path. Allen and Hughes
(2017) recognized three generations of educators in public schools: Baby Boomers,
Generation X, and Millennials. A multi-generational study of 22 aspiring African
American superintendents in Texas was conducted by Allen and Hughes to determine
whether generational membership affected career perspectives. They reported the
significant difference of career perspectives across generational membership was affected
by societal influence on the African American community within the educational field.
Similarly, Gullo and Sperandio (2020) investigated aspiring superintendents’ career paths
and found the insider path in a system or organization was the most successful path for
role attainment. Since female superintendents’ representation is low and one of the
deterrents to superintendent role attainment is gender, researchers suggest the source of
contention, meaning gender, be the tool used to contradict the existing condition (Gullo
& Sperandio, 2020). Female leader attributes include intrapersonal relationships that can
be tapped into through the insider path as a career path for African American female
leaders seeking superintendent roles.

Inequality of Attainment of Superintendent Roles

Women are not excluded from leadership positions but are disproportionately
concentrated in lower levels of leadership (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). The disproportion
of African American females as superintendents, the top executive position in a school
district, illustrates the inequality of superintendent roles in the United States. Before the

eighteenth century, men led education in learning and teaching (Wiley et al., 2017). Now
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that women are leading in learning as measured by doctoral degree attainment and
teaching representing 75% of the teaching population, White males continue to dominate
educational leadership in superintendent role attainment. In the case of Brown vs. the
Board of Education of Topeka, the United States supreme court ruled to end racial
segregation of students in schools. Likewise, inclusion in schools was mandated in 1975
so that all students of varying ability levels could learn together in diverse educational
settings. However, demographic shifts resulted in a more diverse American society and
even greater inequities in schools due to court rulings and mandates (Turner, 2015). With
such interference in favor of social change promoting diversity and inclusion, African
American women’s ascension to the superintendency should have increased at a greater
rate than 1% of the total population of superintendents in 185 years of its existence.

A leader with a deep awareness of constructs resulting in oppression, exclusion,
and marginalization of others was desired to enact social justice (Collins & Bilge, 2016).
African American female leaders possessed this awareness as recipients of oppression,
exclusion, and marginalization as experienced because of their gender, race, and class.
Nonetheless, a disconnect between theory and practice persists as the practice of
inequitable attainment of superintendent roles for African American female leaders looms
in school districts that theoretically fit their leadership style. Davis and Maldonado
(2015) researched the implications of race and gender for African American women in
academia and found they persevered and demonstrated the ability to rise above and
perform with tenacity in environments where inequalities existed. Realistically, a position

or role may be challenging but contain reasonable limits. African American women face
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inequality relating to unreasonable expectations. The experiences of African American
women in executive-level leadership roles investigated through intersectional lens
unveiled the following inequitable expectations: constant pressure to prove oneself,
knowledge of the job whereby minimal to no help is needed, avoidance of mistakes, and
agreement to take on countless tasks to prove the worthiness of the position (McDowell
& Carter-Francique, 2017). McDowell and Carter-Francique recognized these high
expectations demonstrated inequity in the attainment of superintendent roles that aspiring
African American female leaders must concede.
African American Female Leadership

Research centered on African American female leadership described from an
intersectional vantage point adds a perspective in literature that is needed to fully
understand their experiences (McDowell & Carter-Francique, 2017). Admonishment of
African American female leaders occurs when the totality of their multiple identities is
not realized. African Americans female leaders’ racial awareness based on their racial
social identity in schools is anticipated in their roles as leaders. In the same manner,
gender awareness based on their gender social identity is expected in their roles as leaders
in schools. The increase of African American female superintendents is dependent upon
acceptance of the intersections of race, gender, and social politics (Brown, 2014).
Additionally, transformational leadership attributes of African American women are
nonnegotiable.

African American female leaders understand how interpersonal caring (needs they

perceive students have as a member of a segregated society), and institutional caring
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(academic, social, and psychological needs of students) will inform many of their
practices (Horsford, 2010). Moreover, African American female leaders are expected to
exhibit communal attributes ascribed to women by focusing on the group instead of
themselves as well as address relational and interpersonal problems over direct problem-
solving (Kubu, 2018). Yet, African American female leaders are called upon to take on
challenging assignments that entail the exercise of agentic attributes typically associated
with male leaders that include influencing others, initiating actions to complete tasks,
leading problem-focused activities, and being innovative in their practices (Kubu, 2018).
Davis and Brown (2017) believed African American women navigate and transform
social structures. As an example of the potential of African American women’s ability to
be change agents, Kubu (2018) described the need to attain transformational leaders in
schools because challenges were opportunities to demonstrate leadership effectiveness
and challenge the status quo, which is a prerequisite for bringing about positive social
change.
Representation of African American Women in the Research

African American women are not well represented in research based on their dual
identities relating to gender and race (Brown, 2014). A hierarchy in society begins with
White men, Black men, White women, and then Black women that transfers into
dominance in the research, ascension to the superintendency, and many other constructs
(Brown, 2014). Based on societal norms, research involving educational theory or
educational leadership was constructed as masculine and was predominately written by

men, for men, and from the male perspective (Allred et al., 2017; Skrla, 2000). By virtue



32

of representational dominance, society’s masculine view of the superintendent role was
reinforced by those who researched it, taught it, and published it (Allred et al., 2017).
After discontentment with their place in society regarding race behind Black men during
the Civil Rights era and the displeasure with trailing White women during the feminist
movement, Black women developed the black feminist movement (Lomotey, 2019).
From this era, the impassioned pleas from Collins (2000) and Crenshaw (1989) to accept
intersectionality to sufficiently address the way African American women were
subordinate in society ensued (McDowell & Carter-Francique, 2017). Theoretically,
Black feminist thought or intersectionality’s application satisfies African American
women’s research simultaneously.

As a result of holding the last place of importance and relevance to the
educational field by low representation, African American women were often excluded
from research literature and practice in social sciences (Dillard, 2000). Minimal
representation in research of African American women was reflected in a review of
literature because the consequence for Black women who viewed themselves in terms of
an intersected identity was divisive when viewed from a gendered perspective against
White women and in opposition to Black men when viewed from a racial standpoint
(Crenshaw, 1989). As an illustration of minimal representation, AASA’s Deborah Kerr
reported African American female superintendents were not represented in their studies
because they did not participate in surveys (Tate, 2019). Brown (2014) posited that the
lack of access to powerful societal and political organizations was the reason African

American female leaders was not represented in the research. Lomotey (2019) reported
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representation of African American women in the research was limited to dissertations
focused on gathering an account of their lived experiences through interviews using
qualitative methods.
Gendered Perspective of Superintendent Roles

In its 185-year history of existence in school districts, White men have dominated
the lead role in schools as superintendents. The white male superiority in education began
with teaching, but now lies within the superintendency. DiCanio et al. (2016) asserted
that gender roles traditionally associated with women contradict successful leadership
traits. As with many other aspects of executive leadership positions, societal and cultural
norms ascribed the superintendency as a male-gendered profession articulated by the
organization (Bernal et al., 2017). Robinson et al. (2017) believed the attainment of
superintendent roles emphasized the managerial aspect of the position, an attribute
commonly associated with male leaders. Moreover, male superintendents’ desirable
attributes like competitiveness, assertiveness, and aggressiveness were perceived as
negative attributes in women (Marshall, 1986). As a deterrent for women, the
superintendent’s role was often categorized as unappealing (Superville, 2017). Though all
potential superintendents face adversities on their jobs, external factors and challenges
are unjustly assumed when considering women as potential superintendents. Studies
revealed aspiring female superintendents faced attainment issues relating to marriage,
children, and location (Bernal et al., 2017). These issues prove to be a gendered
perspective of women as superintendents because those studies fail to demonstrate how

these factors impacted men as superintendents.
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Maranto et al. (2019) described U.S. public education as a gendered career
system. About 75% of teachers are women (Robinson et al., 20017). Women’s
educational leadership progression is demonstrated in its majority percentage rate of 54%
as principals with the greatest representation in elementary schools (NCES, 2016).
Despite this, the 27% rate that represent women as superintendents is not proportionate to
teachers’ or principals’ percentages (DiCanio et al., 2016). Rodriguez (2019) noted that
the number of women who attained superintendent roles was also disproportionate to the
number of qualified women. Rodriguez’s claim is backed by the fact that women
outnumber men as doctoral students in educational administration programs for
superintendents (Kowalski et al., 2011). In 2020, The Council of Graduate Schools
(CGS) released its 2019 annual report, revealing women earned most of the doctoral
degrees for the 11" year in a row exceeding the men in the education field with 68.4% of
the doctoral degrees attained. Undoubtedly, women and men bring varied perspectives to
the superintendency that are differentiated by their experiences in education. Female
leaders typically have more experience in teaching, curriculum development, and
professional training (Sperandio & Devdas, 2015). In contrast, male leaders are more
likely to transition to administration from opportunities from influence over stakeholders
in career paths that include the high school principalship and athletic coaching (Maranto
et al., 2019). While men tend to be more managerial and discipline-focused, women tend
to be more child-centered and instructionally focused (Robinson et al., 2017). Gendered
patterns among superintendents suggest women are associated with better academic

performance as measured by their instructional focus (Meier et al., 2006).
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Racial Perspective of Superintendent Roles

The difficulty of African American superintendents can be traced back to their
unintended regression in education due to the public schools’ desegregation. Before the
landmark case, Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka in 1954, half of all African
American professionals in the United States were teachers (Wiley et al., 2017).
Immediately following the case, the employment of African American educators was
scarce. In the case of Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka, the U.S. Supreme
Court unanimously ruled to desegregate public schools forcing the closure of segregated
Black schools that increased the competitiveness in education between White and Black
teachers, principals, and superintendents in the newly integrated public schools (Alston,
2005).

The underrepresentation due to the role attainment of African American
superintendents can be attributed to the generation of Black educators lost due to Brown
vs. the Board of Education of Topeka, which decreased the availability of jobs (Wiley et
al., 2017). Since the ruling of the Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka case,
students of color experience teachers, principals, and superintendents that do not look like
them (Riser-Kositsky, 2019). Although students of color make up more than half of
public-school students (52.4%), teachers of color represent only 20.7% of all teachers and
22.3% of all principals (Riser-Kositsky, 2019). Fields et al. (2019) reported the disparity
in role attainment was even greater with superintendents as African American males and

females account for only 2.5% of the total superintendent population.
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Adaptive Leadership Style of African American Females

Brown (2014) related the challenges of African American women in the
attainment of positions to equitable opportunity, an idea not attainable to African
American women. African American women are continually underrepresented in the
attainment of superintendent roles, underrepresented in research, nonexistent in leading
educational theory not driven by social or political efforts, not presumed as the topic of
the gendered perspective ahead of White women, and not thought of as the lead in the
racial perspective ahead of Black men. With such bleak reverence in society, African
American women adapt their leadership style to survive.

In an intersectional analysis of African American women’s experiences as athletic
directors, representational intersectionality was explored of the marginalization of women
of color (McDowell & Carter-Francique, 2017). Gendered criticism of the female leaders
included: accusations that they were not as knowledgeable as men, they were criticized
more quickly, and they faced occupational stereotypes based on their gender (McDowell
& Carter-Francique, 2017). The intersections of gender and race associated the negative
stigma of African American women as “angry Black female” which means assertive or
passionate behavior of any kind is not accepted (McDowell & Carter-Francique, 2017).
Similarly, the analysis conducted by McDowell and Carter-Francique disclosed the
intersection of criticism relating to race and class through assumptions that African
American women’s attainment of position was based on affirmative action as opposed to
qualifications.

To conform to organizational expectations, African American women often do
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what is called masking, shifting, or code-switching (Brown, 2014). African American
women change their voices, attitudes, and posture in the workplace to minimize
marginalization based on gender, race, and class (Brown, 2014). Kubu (2018) reported
results from a 2003 meta-analysis examining gender differences in leadership styles that
women scored higher than men on transformational leadership variables. This skill is
advantageous to African American women. McDowell and Carter-Francique (2017)
recognized at any given moment African American women experienced identity
negotiation subconsciously when personal and professional identities conflicted in quick
response to contextual factors. The attainment of the superintendent role presented a
struggle for African American women while maintaining the superintendent role required
constant masking and identity negotiation to combat intersecting stereotypes (McDowell
& Carter-Francique, 2017).
Ethics of Care

The premise behind the ethics of care is that people who share multiple
oppressions and marginalization are more likely to understand and personify aspects of
culturally responsive leadership (Lomotey, 2019). School districts that accredit gender
and racial categories but fail to acknowledge their oppression and marginalization
reinforce resistance to positive social change. Campbell (2015) reported that more than
half of public-school students are of color. Academically, students of color (one-half of
the student population) perform lower than White students (one-half of the student
population). Because Frankenberg and Ayscue (2013) believed racially diverse schools

improved the academic achievement of students of color without hindering White
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students’ academic achievement, ethics of care can be accomplished through inclusive
education of students. In an exploratory review of dissertations, journal articles, and a
book, Lomotey found that African American educational leaders play a unique role in
increasing the success of students of color through ethics of care expressed in a positive
relationship.

School districts are charged with providing more equitable and just schooling for
students of color (Turner, 2015). Based on lived experiences and intersectionality,
African American women in leadership roles have had to address issues of ethics of care
at a greater capacity than White men, Black men, and White women in leadership roles.
Historically, African American schools and educators emphasized strong interpersonal
and institutional relationships to benefit students of color (Horsford, 2010).
Superintendents who come from the same background as their students understand their
needs (Campbell, 2015). Consequently, the inclusion or exclusion of African American
women as leaders send subliminal messages of attainment for students of color. Those in
position as superintendents and aspiring superintendents are innately aware that ethics of
care must be viewed through an intersectional frame of reference for students of color.
Though an expectation of equitable education for students of color exist, childhood does
not negate the intersections of gender, race, and class they will experience.

Leadership in Rural School Districts

Although more than half of all operating school districts are located in rural areas,

the low representation in research and low consideration in policymaking negatively

impacts millions of students (Holsey et al., 2020). Moreover, rural students are not
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equally distributed nationwide as 13 of the 50 states disproportionally make up over 33%
of rural school districts (Lavalley, 2018). Lavalley defined rural school districts by
population size and distance from the nearest metropolitan center. Rural school districts
can be categorized as rural fringe, on the road system of one hour or less driving time;
rural hub, accessible by plane; or remote-rural, which means driving is off-road in areas
with small populations (DeFeo & Tran, 2019).

Because most public schools exist in urban and suburban settings, the needs of
rural school districts are not widely known (Lavalley, 2018). Allred et al. (2017) and
Kowalski et al. (2011) reported women served in rural school districts in higher
proportions relative to their representation in the superintendency. In rural school districts
with 3,000 or fewer students, 60% of superintendents who ascend to the position are
women. Because female leadership is underrepresented in research, then the rural setting
they more proportionately represent as leaders is also underrepresented in research, thus
impacting rural school district advocacy and policymaking.

Another observation of rural school district leadership emphasizes place-based
education in which community partners, the natural environment, and local history shape
the curriculum (Sugg, 2016). Any idea defying the place-based standard held by the
majority in the community will often fail due to the lack of appeal to the constituents with
the most power and influence. The constituents include, but are not limited to, school
district leaders, education associations, educational preparation programs, educational
policymakers, politicians, and lawmakers at various levels. Constituents’ financial impact

on local school districts affects leaders’ educational decisions, most often based on the
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community. Place-based education in rural school districts often embraces agriculture
and industry instead of a curriculum centered around global education (Lavalley, 2018).
Superintendent Roles in Rural School Districts

Much like racial minority representation in the field of education, the
superintendent role in rural school districts is understudied, although the superintendent
role in rural school districts impacts over 9 million students with 50% of these students
representing 13 states (Blad, 2019). Lavalley (2018) reported poverty in rural school
districts existed at a 17% higher rate than in urban school districts. Nonetheless, state
funding for education severely lacks equity to address poverty rates, a growing racial
minority population, and hard-to-fill-staff positions (Lavalley, 2018). Furthermore,
Holsey et al. (2020) revealed poverty issues uncovered increased challenges for
superintendents in rural school districts related to students’ academic performance and
adherence to educational legislation based on the lack of available resources. Assessment
of the overall public-school system lacks attention to leadership in rural places impacting
rural students’ achievement and interest in school (Miller, 2008).

Davidson and Butcher (2019) sought to explain the resiliency needed to balance
many roles as the superintendent in a rural school district. Miller (2008) revealed that one
of the superintendent’s responsibilities in the rural school districts involved attracting and
retaining talent to locales that may be unattractive to those unfamiliar with rural areas.
Additionally, other challenges specific to superintendents in rural school districts
included fiscal, educational resource, and infrastructure limitations while being held to

the same standard as urban and suburban school districts (Preston et al., 2013). The grow
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your own initiative is a strategic plan developed by school districts to mentor potential
teachers through the teacher certification process (Miller, 2008). Miller concluded the
same approach should be taken to produce superintendents in rural school districts.
Holsey et al. (2020) suggested African American female administrators’ chances of
becoming a superintendent in rural school districts was greater in their hometown where
their work and reputation were known.
Rural School Districts’ Representation in Public Schools

The research and policy written for urban and suburban school districts impacts
80% of America’s public-school students because 20% of schools are in rural districts
(Blad, 2019). Klocko and Justis (2019) proclaimed 20% totaling over 9 million students
represented the rural school student population. More specifically, half of all school
districts, one-third of all schools, and one-fifth of all students in the nation are located in
rural areas (White House Rural Council, 2011). From these rural student populations,
Lavalley (2018) described the following characteristics:

e 64% of students came from poverty

e 13% lived in deep poverty, below half of the poverty line

e Of the 15% of all rural counties, 85.3% lived in persistent poverty, meaning

conditions lasted for generations

Urban and suburban school districts also struggle with poverty, academic performance,
and retention, but these issues are greater in rural areas (U.S. Department of Agriculture,
2017). Overall, one in four students attending rural schools is of color, and 84% of these

students live in persistent poverty in southern states in the United States (Lavalley, 2018).
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Rural school districts are also more likely to undergo school consolidation. Lavalley
reported the primary reason for consolidation was for school districts to join forces to
share educational costs and resources across a region. Ideally, this strategy seems
plausible. However, it is difficult in any organization or setting to conceive that sharing
can occur between great distances of one to the other.
Challenges Experienced in Rural School Districts

Researchers and policymakers’ negligence in addressing rural school interest
exacerbate poverty, inequity, and isolation in rural schools (Lavalley, 2018).
Superintendent roles are impacted by challenges that include a lack of resources, multi-
faceted responsibilities, and expectations of maintaining a high-profile position in the
community (Klocko & Justis, 2019). Klocko and Justis (2019) deduced poverty persisted
in rural school districts because of their unsustainable funding model of an everchanging
and decreasing population. Superintendents in rural school districts are expected to serve
many roles to cover many positions that rural school districts cannot afford to fill. Allred
et al.’s (2017) naturalistic study reflecting the perspective of seven current and former
female superintendents of rural school districts revealed the unique challenges they
addressed in rural school districts prepared superintendents for larger, urban school
districts. The female superintendents’ sentiment was that larger systems without the
poverty issues thrived and were less demanding on them as leaders. The authors also
believed rural school leaders must be a fit for the position because the assignment of
multiple tasks made it difficult to balance personal and professional life. Equally

important in rural school districts is a superintendent who actively engages the
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community. Class lines and politics demand superintendents in rural school districts be
involved with all constituents in the community (Davidson & Butcher, 2019).

The inequality experienced in rural school leadership is similar to climbing a hill
where challenges present themselves at the base, the peak, and the slope. The inequality
at the hill’s base begins with filling positions, limited access to professional development,
and selecting teachers who are often less academically prepared than desired (Lavalley,
2018). The inequalities at the hill’s peak for rural school leaders include financial
constraints and physical distance (Molefe et al., 2017). Holsey et al. (2020) exposed
inequality at the slope of the hill for rural school leaders measured by the same standard
as urban and suburban school districts with lower salaries and benefits, experiences with
isolation in the educational field, and greater responsibilities that include completing
multiple tasks.

Isolation expounds on the inequality experienced by rural school districts in
approaching challenges specific to small populations and geographical seclusions that
affect access to resources (Miller, 2008). Indirectly, an inference may be made by
aspiring superintendents that expectations are higher for rural school district leaders
given the obstacles they face (Masumoto & Brown-Welty, 2009). To add to the
understanding of rural leadership, women leading rural school districts deal with cultural
and personal views of womanhood (Gammill & Vaughn, 2011). African American
women in rural settings contend with challenges relating to class and social status.
Narratives from Palladino et al.’s (2007) qualitative case study of five novice, rural

female superintendents revealed men had greater representation in the literature than
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women, thus garnering discussion critiquing women in challenging positions.
Consequently, size, location, rural leader expectations, race, and gender impact education
isolation.
Rural Leader Attributes

Leaders of rural school districts provide a perspective of the position that is as
unique as its challenges. McHenry-Sorber and Budge (2018) published a conceptual
article challenging insider and outsider constructs to understand rural school
superintendency. The authors asserted leaders aware and operating from the insider
construct represent their community’s interest in a way an outsider cannot relay. More
directly, rural school district leaders operating from the insider construct innately
manifest critical place-consciousness by advocating on behalf of the rural sector
(McHenry-Sorber & Budge, 2018). McHenry-Sorber and Budge claimed critical-place
consciousness was responsive to rural realities. Therefore, rural school leaders bare
place-conscious leadership defined by mutual and ongoing exchanges between leaders
and place that continuously shape one another (DeFeo & Tran, 2019). Rural school
leaders; therefore, prepare students for the workforce specific to their rural location.

Businesses provide continuous support to rural school leaders as the parties
operate with a shared vision for the community and schools. In as much as rural school
district leaders are place-conscious, they are principle-centered. In a qualitative
phenomenological narrative inquiry, Davidson and Butcher (2019) found that principle-
centered leadership, including personal, interpersonal, managerial, and organizational

tenets helped superintendents become effective leaders. Just as rural school district
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leaders are often expected to take on multiple tasks and roles, they are expected to display
the greatest resiliency in the face of challenges (Klocko & Justis, 2019). Successful rural
school district leaders are transformative in adhering to a succinct educational system
given the multitude of challenges presented in securing funding, limited resources,
acquiring talent, infrastructure, research, and policymaking.

Transformational leadership inspires others by establishing new norms centered
around changing people’s attitudes that will lead to cultural changes in organizations
(Anderson, 2017). Rural school leaders who are transformative motivate the people
around them. Farahnak et al. (2020) found a subtle relationship between transformational
leadership and implementation success based on attitudes of practices based on evidence.
Rural school district leaders demonstrate transformative leadership through their
practices, as evidenced by their attitudes that align with insider constructs and place-
based consciousness. School district leaders who affirm their identity as rural citizens and
serve as allies to their communities illustrate the transformative leadership approach that
benefits the leader, the school district culture, and the greater community (Graham &
Nevarez, 2017).

In a qualitative case study of five novice, rural, female superintendents, Palladino
et al. (2007) identified successful superintendents’ characteristics included leaders with
people skills, moral responsibility, and instructional leadership skills. These attributes can
be applied to all leaders; however, they do not explicitly describe rural school district
leaders. Place-based consciousness is a prerequisite to fostering leader skills. Place-based

consciousness serves as the situational awareness of leaders in the rural environment.
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Furthermore, moral responsibility is heightened through the insider construct and
principle-centered leadership focused on the rural educational setting. Both the insider
construct and principle-centered leadership attributes bond leaders with rural
communities demonstrating active participation in their successes and struggles.
Additionally, instructional leadership skills align with transformational leadership
through committed efforts enlisting all team members’ help. Educational preparation
programs must address rural school leadership because women make up most of the
participants in these programs and are more likely than men to serve in rural school
districts during their careers (Allred et al., 2017). Particularly, Allred et al. Osingled out
White women who dominate rural school superintendency to contribute their voices and
perspectives bringing clarity and depth of understanding to rural school leadership.
Regardless of the community type, African American school district leaders are clearly
underrepresented in school districts across the nation (Holsey et al., 2020). Traditionally,
research begins with a historical view of a phenomenon. To this end, Black women will
have to draw from the White female perspective in rural leader attributes research.
Barriers Impacting the Attainment of Superintendent Roles for African American
Women

The barriers impacting the attainment of superintendent roles for African
American women are significant, considering that the universal voice not subjected to
racial or gendered objectivity is the White male leader (Crenshaw, 1989). Barriers to
leadership opportunities are a global phenomenon against women, but even more so for

African American women (Parker & Ogilvie, 1996). To illustrate, African American
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women rank last in leadership to all races and genders. Beckwith et al. (2016) added
scholarly discussion that societal norms channeled through workplace practice
contributed to the glass ceiling effect in educational leadership. In the workplace, the
difference between women’s and men’s leadership styles is based on stereotypes (Samuel
& Mokoaleli, 2017). The lack of leadership diversity exposes our nation’s cultural
intelligence level, which serves as a barrier to our competitive edge in the educational
field (Beckwith et al., 2016).
Racial Inequity

Of all the intersectional constructs, racism is the leading barrier to leadership
opportunities (Fields et al., 2019). The cycle of oppression derives from slavery and Jim
Crow laws. Slavery describes African people’s condition as property for labor,
entertainment, and pleasure primarily for White male owners. Slaves were intimidated
and were often subjected to various forms of abuse to condition them to conform.
Although slavery was abolished on December 18, 1865, many of the conditions
continued for Black people. After slavery, systemic oppression was initiated through Jim
Crow laws in the south from 1870-1965. These laws outlined ethnic discrimination of
Black people by legal enforcement or traditional sanctions. Jim Crow laws’ most popular
efforts involved segregation between White and Black people and Black people’s
disenfranchisement. Tactics used to disenfranchise Black people included literacy tests,
poll taxes, stuffing ballot boxes, intimidation, and violence. In response to Jim Crow
laws, the Civil Rights Movement was born in the 1950s through the 1960s. The Civil

Rights Movement was an organized social movement designed to help Black people gain
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equal rights under the law. The most current movement is both a political and social
movement coined the Black Lives Matter Movement. Their organization was motivated
by the modern-day Jim Crow behavior involving police brutality and political racism
against Black people. The Black Lives Matter Movement began in 2013 but gained great
traction after the death of several Black men and women captured in real-time on video
by bystanders. Cohen (2020) reported 164 Black people were killed by police in the first
eight months of 2020, catapulting the Black Lives Matter Movement into a movement to
combat racial inequity spanning more than a decade.

Racial inequity unmistakably materializes as organizational, cultural, economic,
and policy barriers that shape African American women’s choices and leadership
opportunities (American Association of University Women [AAUW], 2016).
Organizationally, the Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka created a critical race
disconnect between educators of color and their communities (Parker & Villalpando,
2007). Racial issues are humanly constructed to establish a social structure that, when
manipulated, can be either a barrier or rights of passage to organizational social change
(Osler & Webb, 2014). Culturally, appearance is used to make a quick judgment about
African American women (Osler & Webb, 2014). Osler and Webb named the following
as barriers experienced by African American women in their pursuit of leadership roles
based on their physical appearance that leads to overt racial inequity:

e Skin tone: darker tones were considered more offensive

e Hair type: natural hair was discouraged, and long, straightened hair was

preferred



49

e avoiding an ethnic look

e Facial features: the size and shape of the nose and lips were distinctive; albeit

e other races of people modify their bodies to obtain certain ethnic facial

features, but people of color were not expected to accentuate them

e Physical features: natural features contradict society’s view of beauty, and the

dominance of a physical feature on the body (i.e., large hips, etc.) was seen as

a distasteful attribute
Economically, the attainment of superintendent roles for African American women does
not yield a financial benefit equal to others serving in the same role. The salary gap
between women and men in the field is great, but the gap is even greater between African
American women and other women in superintendent roles (Beckwith et al., 2016). Many
policies are adopted from a collaboration between education associations and other
stakeholders that impact the field. To this end, policy barriers restrict racial equity. Given
these points, it is important that education associations become more inclusive and
expand their membership to include underrepresented African American educators who
are systematically excluded from the policymaking process (Fields et al., 2019).

Hoyt and Murphy (2016) reported a barrier to the attainment of superintendent
roles for African American women was the biased perception of “lack of fit” because
elite leadership was associated with White males. African American women in leadership
roles fulfill a promise of equal opportunity and more representation in the educational
field (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016). The strategy to combat racial inequity in education, where

society and the demographics of students and teachers are changing more rapidly than
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educational leadership, may invoke racial inequity or aggressive affirmative action until
the representation is more aligned. Inciting racial inequity to combat racial inequity
removes the barrier to attaining positions for racial minorities that organizations, culture,
the economy, and current policies have failed to do.
Gender Bias

Although the teacher workforce is primarily made up of women, the educational
leadership workforce is male dominated (Osler & Webb, 2014). This phenomenon is best
expressed as the glass ceiling effect describing the symbolic wall women hit at mid-
management levels affecting their ability to attain top-level leadership positions (AAUW,
2016). The glass ceiling effect has caused many female educational leaders to leave jobs
to escape local norms involving gender bias barring them from promotion beyond mid-
management levels (Maranto et al., 2019). Gammill and Vaughn (2011) concluded
contemporary females who attained support roles struggled with cultural and personal
views of womanhood. Women who are qualified for superintendent roles find it difficult
to accept the superintendency responsibilities when it conflicts with their family
dynamics (Bernal et al., 2017). When issues of illness arise at home with their kids or
immediate family members, women are expected to make professional sacrifices for the
home. According to AAUW, this idea fell in line with cultural and economic constructs
because the higher-paid spouse, who is often the male, was expected to go on to work
while the lower-paid spouse was expected to take care of the immediate needs of the
household to minimize the cultural stigma and financial loss in the home. The

organizational structure of educational leadership impacts the self-confidence gap of
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women who see themselves and others through the gender biases inflicted upon them
(AAUW, 2016). Women reject the nurturer’s characteristic because it holds a negative
connotation in education, stretching its meaning to believe women would leave work
early or show up late to care for their children instead of assuming their leadership roles
(Osler & Webb, 2014).

Gender refers to the way people behave or think that aligns with others’
expectations for what they consider to be male or female (Gullo & Sperandio, 2020).
Men are either unaware of their gender bias or preconditioned to their biased mindset
based on societal constructs. Koch et al. (2015) administered a meta-analysis of field
studies assessing gender differences. They found that men were more likely than women
to see women as incompatible leaders in male-dominated fields or masculine roles.
Females, on the other hand, exhibited minimal gender bias. In a different meta-analysis of
95 organizations, AAUW (2016) determined male-dominated organizations rated
themselves much higher than women rated themselves in leader effectiveness (Paustian-
Underdahl et al., 2014). The glass ceiling effect can show up on top-level leadership job
applications as some organizations advertise for positions with a preference for
candidates (AAUW, 2016). Gender preference in job advertisements is an example of
gender bias. For aspiring superintendents, the career path for men has been through the
high school principalship, which is perceived as the position from which the best
superintendent candidates arise due to their experience with finances that are more
embedded in their daily duties (Maranto et al., 2019). Sampson and Gresham (2017)

argued that school boards and search firms magnified gender bias in schools because they
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did not view women as financial. Unlike men, women have limited financial management
experience, which attributes to the low number who attain leadership roles (Sampson &
Gresham, 2017).

The gender biases bestowed upon female superintendents can categorically be tied
to gender, as the analysis of the biases when assessed to men is typically inapplicable.
For example, hostile work environments are commonly enacted by men in the form of
sexual harassment, which depresses women’s autonomy (AAUW, 2016). Rarely are
women known to create hostile work environments in educational leadership. Sampson
and Gresham (2017) alleged that gender bias was the blame for women’s decision being
challenged and negatively discussed by the community and their school boards. Men’s
decision making is rarely challenged as they often express the sentiments of school
boards and search firms who put them in place. In conjunction with that, Sampson and
Gresham claimed gender bias in school boards’ discrepancies and search firms’ hiring
practices.

There is no case for male leaders of inequitable hiring practices as they represent
about 20% of the teaching positions and 75% of the leadership positions. In a narrative
inquiry of female superintendents by Gammill and Vaughn (2011), an entanglement of
politics, gender, and the superintendency ensued. More specifically, a long-standing
female assistant superintendent skilled as an instructional leader was selected by her
school board for the superintendent’s position after they feared she would leave the
district. Conversely, school boards do not promote men for fear of losing them but by

their career path. It is important to note that gender intersected with other constructs such
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as race and age are also subjected to inequities characterized by stereotypes or biases
(AAUW, 2016). Unlike women, men do not experience barriers from biases based on
race and age in the attainment of superintendent roles. Along with these biases, implicit
bias rejects stereotypes but unconsciously makes an evaluation based on group
favoritism, as observed with women who prefer to have male bosses (AAUW, 2016).
Men more likely observe the good ol’ boy system that does not include the female
gender. Another gender bias or stereotype observed with women involves questioning
their sexuality if they are unmarried and without children. In contrast, researchers report
unmarried men’s sexuality is not questioned; instead, being single without children
means they worked to attain financial stability before marrying and having a family
(Blount & Guanci, 2020).

Once a bias or stereotype has been adopted, it is retained even if personal
experience contradicts the bias or stereotype (AAUW, 2016). The solution to gender bias
in educational leadership is to enact gender bias in educational leadership, known as
gender quotas. AAUW revealed that some major corporations have adopted diversity
goals and released private data on diversity. This mentality is much needed in the
educational field for female leaders and, more specifically, African American female
leaders. Researchers are unsure of the exact number of female superintendents and even
more unsure of all female superintendents’ racial makeup. If educators hope to dispel
female educational leaders’ biases and stereotypes, the number of women in top

leadership positions must increase (AAUW, 2016).
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Isolation of African American Women in Leadership

The isolation of African American women in education began due to laws that
forbade enslaved Africans’ education (Peters, 2019). Years later, the isolation of African
American women in education was attributed to Brown vs. the Board of Education of
Topeka. The case called for integrating schools that left Black educators competing with
White educators for consolidated teaching and leadership positions (Peters, 2019). 93%
of Black educators were displaced following Brown vs. the Board of Education of
Topeka. Overcoming displacement was and continues to be difficult for African
American women who face dual biases due to gender and race. For instance, the glass
ceiling effect affects women’s ability to ascend to positions because gender is a barrier.
The concrete ceiling effect affects African American women who are plagued with the
intersection of gender and race that co-exist in the workplace (Beckwith et al., 2016). The
isolation of African American women in education has left students of color in White
teachers’ hands who may be out of touch with Black culture and way of life. It was not
until 1968, in the case of Green vs. County School Board of New Kent County, that
school desegregation compliance aligned with Brown vs. the Board of Education of
Topeka. The case held that the integration of the student body, faculty and staff,
extracurricular activities, transportation, and facilities were not a matter of choice (Peters,
2019). Since the case, social change in society and educational leadership for African
American women has been slow. Often, attainment of top-level leadership positions for
African American women reveals they are one of few or the organization’s only racial

minority. Too often, African American women’s attainment of top-level leadership roles
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categorizes them as the “first African American woman” to attain the position.

A survey revealed the glass ceiling effect differs from the concrete ceiling effect.
The concrete ceiling is almost unbreakable and adds an additional complexity to African
American females’ upward mobility (Beckwith et al., 2016). AAUW (2016) revealed
race was perceived like gender in which being Black was considered a masculine trait.
Gender and race, when viewed as characteristics susceptible to bias, expresses the degree
to which race and another construct adds complexity to biases in educational leadership.
As an example, African American women may face isolation due to perceptions about
their race and gender. Isolation in any organization can reduce visibility and even
promotional opportunities (Beckwith et al., 2016). Beckwith et al. maintained that poor
visibility in the field was another complexity in the concrete ceiling ideology that did not
line up with the networking and collaboration needed for African American women to
have the same opportunities as other leaders.
Stereotypes Experienced by African American Women

The stereotypes experienced by African American women explain how racial
categories can be recognized without acknowledging racial inequity. For African
American women, gender and racial stereotypes overlap (AAUW, 2016). Koch et al.
(2015) defined stereotypes as category-based or attributes that were often applied to a
group of people because of accepted beliefs about the group members (Agars, 2004).
Osler and Webb (2014) chronicled the history of women of color in American history as
slaves, housemaids, caretakers, and rape victims. Stereotypes formed from these long-

standing positions in history shape how African American women are viewed in society.



56

Consequently, stereotypes and perceptions can hinder attainment of top-level positions
for African American women in the workplace (Beckwith et al., 2016). McDowell and
Francique (2017) pointed out that African American women were perceived as incapable.
Furthermore, a display of passion and conviction by African American women in
leadership roles could be viewed as having a bad attitude, loud, being bossy, in need of
direction, complex, or unprofessional (Golden, 2004). These attributes in male leaders
and White female leaders were not considered stereotypical characteristics but assertive
leadership attributes. For this reason, situational instances that African American women
may find themselves may be viewed as a negative stereotype of a race of people even if
the situation was an isolated incident rather than a normal occurrence (Hoyt & Murphy,
2016).

African American women aspiring to be superintendents must be aware that
stereotypes influence how they are promoted and how successful they are in
superintendent roles (Beckwith et al., 2016). There is added pressure in attaining
leadership roles as African American women’s performance speaks for themselves and
their race and gender due to the underrepresentation in leadership roles (Beckwith et al.,
2016). Furthermore, Beckwith et al. stated African American women must work harder
and outperform their counterparts though they were often excluded from social networks.
Women usually have a curriculum background, while men have coaching backgrounds
(Maranto et al., 2019). Because African American women’s gender is viewed as both
race and gender, attainment of positions most often will comply with traditional female

perception but viewed in a masculine way. Maranto et al. (2019) believed high school
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principals were traditionally males responsible for leading and managing adults, while
women’s roles included building relationships with young children. African American
women stereotyped in both male and female roles can overcome shortfalls by embracing
both leadership mindsets. Since isolation in the workplace of African American female
superintendents is based on dual biases, they must alleviate stereotypes associated with
race and gender (Beckwith et al., 2016). Strategically, African American women with
financial background training and experience may help dispel the myth of stereotypes
placed on women based on this gendered perspective. Furthermore, African American
women may dispel negative stereotypes by avoiding aggressive behavior and undesirable
communication at all costs (Beckwith et al., 2016).
Current Social Landscape

Women of color are projected to make up almost all women by 2060, which
implies they will become the majority in the United States workforce (Pace, 2018).
Historically, women lacked influence on policy changes and education decisions that
impacted them more than men (Wyland, 2016). Beckwith et al. (2016) found that despite
some current legislation on diversity intervention programs and affirmative action, there
was a noticeable lack of African American women in senior leadership positions. The
educational field’s inequality is advanced by men who write the workplace policies
causing the glass ceiling for women (Beckwith et al., 2016). In 2014, the EEOC tracked
claims under Title VI, a component of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and found
discrimination of employment based on race accounted for 35% of all charges totaling

$75 million in paid claims (Beckwith et al., 2016). Title V11 is responsible for many of
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the statements included on job applications and organizations’ advertisements that they
do not discriminate based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin. It is apparent
that the catchphrase or statement has not been realized in the workplace is nothing more
than a staple on job applications due to the underrepresentation of African American
people in top-level executive positions. However, school boards and search firms should
know that African American female leaders are equipped for educational leadership
because they are unusually courageous and committed women as demonstrated in their
experiences in dealing with inequity and social injustice in their schools every day
(Lomotey, 2019).

Additional research is needed to explain how women show advantages in
leadership skills through preparation but are disadvantaged in securing leadership roles
(Beckwith et al., 2016). Not only is there a need to investigate why successful women are
presumed to possess more masculine traits than feminine ones or are required to act more
masculine to prove themselves, but an investigation is needed to determine why more is
expected and required of African American women to exceed in comparison to their
same-sex or same-race peers (Beckwith et al., 2016). Pace (2018) disclosed that
organizations with the most ethnically diverse executive leadership teams were 33%
more successful and 21% more successful with gender-diverse executive leadership
teams. The positive social change includes equal opportunity in the form of increased
representation of African American women in leadership positions (Beckwith et al.,

2016).
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Self-Imposed Barriers

Gender and race are constructs that oppress women and serve as self-imposed
barriers that deter African American women from seeking leadership roles (Sampson &
Gresham, 2017). Barriers based on gender and race intersections lead to the poor
psychological well-being of African American female leaders known as the Imposter
Phenomenon (IP). IP describes an individual’s persistent perception of incompetency
despite contrary evidence to the same (Lige et al., 2017). The phrase individual ’s
persistent perception suggests IP is not only self-imposed but long-lasting over an
extended or permanent period. Another self-imposed barrier of African American leaders
is the lack of participation in quantitative and qualitative research due to untrustworthy
research practices. Distrust of researchers is based on historic occurrences involving
unethical practices, like the Tuskegee Syphilis study, which has minimized the impact of
qualitative studies that allow researchers to descriptively understand the unique
experiences of African American female leaders (Hughes et al., 2017). Hughes et al.
proposed recruitment strategies of African American female leaders in research that
included overcoming feelings of fear, mistrust, and a lack of information.

Racial identity and high self-esteem may determine the impact of IP (Lige et al.,
2017). Hence, researchers must help break down barriers related to research by
convincing African American female leaders of the direct benefits to them and their
communities (Hughes et al., 2017). Otherwise, African American female leaders may be
left with survival guilt, the psychological occurrence because of achieved access to

educational leadership opportunities unavailable to others (Lige et al., 2017). Hughes et
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al. agreed researchers must approach potential study participants with strategies to
overcome knowledge deficits and long-standing fears.

Additional self-imposed barriers include family commitments, immobility, and
balancing work and home life (Sampson & Gresham, 2017). African American women
seeking to attain leadership positions may work to acclimate their families to their work
in a proactive attempt to dispel the IP to balance work and home. To add, school boards
and search firms aware of African American women’s inferiority based on societal
constructs must intervene to obtain the best talent for their organization where immobility
serves as a barrier. The strategy to serve the underrepresented racial minority is to put
systems in place to remove the barriers that impede their progress. Educational
preparation programs can evoke positive social change for African American women
leaders facing IP barriers, racial identification, and self-esteem barriers.

Even more discerning in addressing the underrepresentation of superintendent
role attainment as a result of self-imposed barriers is knowing the powerful impact of a
financial background on attaining roles for African American women. Sampson and
Gresham (2017) claimed school board members and search firms did not view women as
good financial managers. For this reason, African American women must ensure they
obtain and prove they have financial management skills when seeking leadership
positions. A lack of preparation or experience in finance is a self-imposed barrier that
African American women can remove for themselves. Considering this fact, African
American women in education are well versed in curriculum and instruction but lack the

primary strength of male leaders, financial experience.
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Supports Impacting the Attainment of Superintendent Roles for African American
Women

Scholarly discussion on supports is needed for aspiring African American females
as evident in their representation of 1% attainment of superintendent roles. Like the
creation of Black feminist thought stemming from the Civil Rights Movement and
intersectionality from the identification of multiple oppressions, rampant subordination in
the attainment of superintendent roles prompts African American women to articulate
their positionalities relating to supports in research studies (Harris & Patton, 2019).
Mentors supply educational leaders with personal and professional support. Likewise,
African American women support themselves, demonstrating resilient behavior. As well
as resilient behavior, African American women implement coping strategies to deal with
the barriers they face due to multiple oppressions that impact leadership role attainment.
Networking and external supports also classify as supports for African American women
in the attainment of superintendent roles.
Mentors

There is a congruence between the underrepresentation of women in the
superintendency, the underrepresentation of women with mentors, and women serving as
mentors (Calderone et al., 2020). Beckwith et al. (2016) maintained few mentors are
available for women of any gender, but there was an abundance of male mentors who
mentored men. Overall, women prefer female mentors to have a model for their
distinctive experiences (Howard et al., 2017). In a multi-generational study of aspiring

African American female superintendents, participants from older generations believed
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White male mentors more than anyone else could break racial and gendered barriers
involving mentorship (Allen & Hughes, 2017). Calderone et al. (2020) proposed that
effective mentors called upon their professional experiences, professional networks, and
depth of understanding to support their mentee’s growth and development. Effective
mentors are needed to break the glass ceiling and concrete ceiling in educational
leadership for African American female leaders. Mentorship also aligns with leadership
theory. Howard et al. employed a qualitative approach using a phenomenological
narrative of ten female superintendents. The study revealed mentorship experiences
contributed to female superintendents’ development as transformational leaders, which
was beneficial information for aspiring superintendents’ educational preparation
programs (Howard et al., 2017). All in all, the purpose of educator development is for
mentors to assist mentees with career development moving from apprentice to
networking opportunities (Howard et al., 2017).

The prevailing view of mentors is that they advise, direct, protect, help network,
and connect mentees with job opportunities (Howard et al., 2017). Mentors can impart
knowledge to mentees of not only what to do but equally important understanding of
what not to do in specific situations (Howard et al., 2017). In doing so, mentors bridge
the gap between theory learned in educational administrator preparation programs and
practice as school district leaders. Howard et al. believed this strategy fosters emotional
support to mentees that built a relationship filled with acceptance, trust, counseling, and
friendship. As support, mentorship shatters the glass ceiling barrier experienced by

women and, more directly, breaks the concrete ceiling experienced by African American
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women. As the dominant leader in the field, White males have the authority to provide
reciprocal learning opportunities for themselves and African American females. To
explain, White males as mentors reach beyond their scope as professional leaders,
embracing their supportive side as leaders to diverse people enacting positive social
change, and African American females aspiring to attain roles are supported in their
efforts (Howard et al., 2017).

Resilience of African Americans

Klocko et al. (2019) identified resiliency as the major contributor to
superintendents’ tenacity when faced with the challenges of school leadership. Because
of their low representation in the field, African American women consider their career
aspirations’ gendered and racial dimensions (Maranto et al., 2019). Resiliency is a
mindset adopted by many African American female leaders from others’ attitudes and
societal stereotypes that have shaped and motivated their reaction to barriers in their
personal and professional lives (Osler & Webb, 2014). High self-esteem is another
demonstration of resiliency by African American females (Lige et al., 2017). People with
high self-efficacy design a more problem-focused strategy in school leadership, boosting
self-confidence and performance (Beckwith et al., 2016).

In a narrative of three African American superintendents raised in poverty, they
reported the barriers they faced in attaining their superintendent roles shaped them as
leaders (Johnson, 2018). Much like African American females’ backgrounds, their
professional lives mirrored their personal lives that involved, balancing scrutiny to co-

exist in society. African Americans learn skills like crafting their professional identities
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to align with others’ expectations who they know may scrutinize their appearance, style,
and character (Smith et al., 2018). African American female leaders’ resiliency is in their
ability not to lose themselves but to reinvent themselves to adjust to any situation. This
concept means owning the “outsider” mentality by viewing issues from different frames
of reference to understand a comprehensive analysis of challenges. Because African
American women operate from an outsider’s point of view, they inhibit resiliency
because they offer insight and advantages to school district challenges that serve as a
support often missed by someone inside of the organization (Beckwith et al., 2016).
Coping Strategies

African American females cope in environments where they are underrepresented
by identifying how organizations’ internal politics operate and develop strategies to
decipher the organization’s bureaucracy (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). The glass ceiling
and concrete ceiling effects impact coping strategies. To co-exist in educational
leadership after attainment of leadership roles, African American women cope by
downplaying their effectiveness at times, maintaining their distance when they believe
their involvement in the organization is too intrusive, using appropriate and professional
humor when possible to eliminate uncomfortable moments, and exercising careful use of
their positions in society (Kubu, 2018). Davis and Maldonado deducted outsiders must
understand organizational structure, which meant they must know the differences in how
the most represented leaders operated and how they should maneuver it if they wanted to
be included as an insider. Furthermore, self-efficacy is a necessary trait for African

American women facing workplace challenges. (Beckwith et al., 2016). To cope or deal
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with stereotypes, African Americans are taught a colloguialism in the Black community
that says, “it is not what people call you; it is what you answer to that defines you.” These
words are used to reject scrutiny from stereotypes.
Networking

Research supports the argument that social networking could be the single most
important tool one can have as they try to ascend to top-level leadership positions
(Beckwith et al., 2016). However, Kubu (2018) ascertained that women typically had
weaker networks because they naturally attached themselves to other women they
believed they could identify. Networking as a form of support does not describe a
gendered or racial perspective rather a strategic perspective. As a reminder, women
leaning on other women’s experience must be aware of the career path impacting
women’s networking versus the career path impacting men’s networking. Likewise,
African American women must be aware of the location or place they are attempting to
attain a position. As an example, rural school districts have minimal supports to mitigate
isolation based on location. In rural school leadership, White women are the most
represented educational leaders in rural school districts; therefore, they must be targets of
social networks. Whether formal or informal, networking also occurs between
administrators, professional organizations, and connectivity with search firms from which
top-level leadership positions are known by word of mouth (Fields et al., 2019).
External Support

Johnson (2018) found African American female superintendents supported by

family, positive relationships with key adults, and religion were deciding factors that
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impacted the attainment of leadership roles. Certain qualities exhibited by African
American may derive from their upbringing (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). In the Black
family, African American girls’ personality is developed, identity is formed, status is
assigned, and fundamental values and norms are learned to help them exist in a society
where they are placed last in social class (Davis & Maldonado, 2015). Key adults are
supportive throughout African American women'’s lives, and religion is viewed as the
foundation to help them remain focused on goals (Johnson, 2018). The support provided
by family members is of the insider construct. The relationship with key adults can be
assessed by the outsider construct that propels African American female leaders to higher
heights in terms of progress toward attaining leadership roles. Religion, on the other
hand, is designated as spiritual support of an internal nature. Family, key adults, and
religion are significant supports for African American female leaders because these
constructs are external that cannot be manipulated within the organization.

In a study exploring the intersectionality of race and gender for African American
women of how they developed as leaders, the women expressed that family members’
strong support enabled their success, integrity, confidence, and resiliency (Davis &
Maldonado, 2015). Apart from family, sponsors serving as key adults at some point put
their political capital into play to support or promote African American female leaders
(Kubu, 2018). Davis and Maldonado reported most African American women received
sponsorship from White men who were well-equipped to support them based on the
following attributes: they were White males who were the decision-makers in

organizations because they held positions of authority, by predominance and access to
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senior leaders and senior-level positions, and their experiences based on their career
paths.
Summary and Conclusions

This chapter outlined issues of African American women’s pathway to the
superintendent role. The findings from the review support five main topics in relation to
the attainment of superintendent roles for African American women in rural school
districts: (a) history of superintendent roles, (b) African American female leadership, (c)
leadership in rural school districts, (d) barriers impacting attainment of superintendent
roles for African American women, and (e) supports impacting attainment of
superintendent roles for African American women. Each of the five themes were
supported by several subthemes to fully reflect the complexity of the findings in the
literature review.

A recurring finding that emerged from the literature was the low percentage rate
of African American superintendents, demonstrating the difficulty African American
females experienced in attaining superintendent roles in rural school districts. African
American women have prepared themselves to assume superintendent roles as evident in
their doctoral degree attainment, teaching experience, and administration preparation
(Allred et al., 2017). Because preparation did not always equate to the attainment of
positions for African American women, it was important to analyze career paths as a
strategy toward attaining superintendent roles (Robinson et al., 2017). Another finding in
the literature was that aspiring African American female leaders must be aware of the

perception of their racial and gendered social identity. Additionally, Fields et al. (2019)
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found leader engagement in rural school districts was important to the educational field
because it was indicative of the level of inclusiveness in public school education. Due to
the unique challenges of rural school district leadership, the representation of African
American female superintendents in rural school districts was as significant as it would
be in urban and suburban school districts based on their low representation of 1%
nationwide (AASA, 2015). Exploration of the barriers and supports experienced by
African American female superintendents in their attainment of superintendent roles is a
step in the right direction in creating positive social change in educational leadership.
Chapter 3 presents a case study design built on multiple cases using one data
source. The goal of this study was to explore how African American female
superintendents describe their attainment of the superintendency in rural school districts
in a southern state in the U.S. Included in Chapter 3 are the research design and rationale,
the role of the researcher, methodology, participant selection, instrumentation, procedures

for the study, data analysis plan, trustworthiness, and ethical procedures.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

The problem addressed in this study was the underrepresentation in the attainment
of roles for African American female superintendents in rural U.S. school districts. The
purpose of this study was to explore how African American female superintendents
describe their attainment of superintendent roles in rural school districts in a southern
U.S. state. Chapter 3 includes a description of this study’s research design, rationale for
employing the design, and the role of the researcher. Additionally, the methodology
section includes participant selection, instrumentation, recruitment procedures,
procedures for participation, procedures for data collection, and the data analysis plan.
Finally, trustworthiness and ethical procedures are discussed.

Research Design and Rationale

The following RQs served as guides for this study:

RQ1: What are the perspectives of African American female superintendents
about their experiences attaining superintendent roles in rural school districts?

RQ2: How did African American female superintendents overcome barriers to
attain their superintendent roles in rural school districts?

RQ3: What types of support do African American female superintendents
perceive as beneficial in helping them attain superintendent roles in rural school districts?

| explored how African American female superintendents describe their
attainment of superintendent roles in rural U.S. school districts. The phenomenon of
interest for this study was the attainment of superintendent roles as perceived by African

American women in rural school districts. The research design for this study was the
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qualitative case study approach because it was conducive to studying a single case or
multiple cases. Qualitative research provides an in-depth understanding of the
perspectives of participants (Patten, 2010). Because qualitative researchers use
techniques that include semistructured interviews, Patten (2010) noted that the qualitative
data do not lend themselves to easy quantification; rather, researchers report on the
saturation of the data to arrive at themes and trends using words instead of statistics. The
conceptual frameworks that ground the current study were Collin’s (2000) Black feminist
thought and Crenshaw’s (1989) intersectionality. These frameworks aligned with the
purpose of the current study addressing marginalized people from multiple overlapping
oppressions.

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) maintained that qualitative research is an inductive
process whereby researchers gather data to build concepts or theories, unlike the
deductive nature of quantitative research to test hypotheses. Qualitative research was a
good fit for the current study because | explored a new area of research in which social
and behavioral scientists had little previous knowledge, and therefore in-depth
information was needed (see Patten, 2010). Moreover, qualitative methods are concerned
with how meaning is constructed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Qualitative researchers are
focused on “understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct
their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016, p. 5). Congruent to qualitative methods, the case study approach aims to uncover
and interpret meanings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As the researcher, | explored

participants’ experiences following the qualitative approach’s conventions.
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Like all qualitative research approaches, the case study approach is interpretive
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Case study research involves studying a phenomenon in its
real-life context (Gall et al., 2007). Case study research also sheds light on a particular
instance of a particular type and is bounded by the participants’ shared experiences (Gall
et al., 2007).

Role of the Researcher

During this study, | served as the interviewer, recorder, note taker, and coder of
the data collected. My role was to plan a qualitative case study focused on African
American female superintendents’ attainment of superintendent roles in rural school
districts. Following data collection through interviews, | analyzed the data to identify
themes related to the phenomenon that was the focus of this study. To gain greater insight
into the participants’ experiences, | asked the interviewees questions addressing how they
were supported and the barriers they faced in attaining their roles as superintendents in
rural school districts. The results from the interviews would reveal the participants’
experiences and provide insight into how they overcame barriers and how they were
supported in attaining superintendent roles in rural school districts.

At the time of this study, | served as an assistant superintendent in a rural school
district. As an assistant superintendent, | did not hold a supervisory role or power over
the participants, nor did | have a relationship with any of the participants. | was familiar
with participants by name based on the advertisement of their new assignment to the
superintendency or some form of district or state involvement. Professionally, my

relationship with the participants was limited to attendance at a meeting to gather
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information in the absence of my superintendent or alongside my superintendent,
dialogue at a conference, or organizational affiliation or membership.

Qualitative researchers shape research to reflect their values and assumptions
about the world (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Babbie (2017) indicated that qualitative
researchers avoid bias through awareness of their values and preferences, adhering to
established processes for data collection and data analysis, and making the participants’
privacy a top priority. As an aspiring superintendent who is an African American female,
| was aware that exploring the topic of my study was deeply personal as much as it was
scholarly research that would contribute to the field. My plan to address this ethical issue
was to exercise research reflexivity through a continuous, ongoing assessment of my
identity, positionality, and subjectivity in constructing meaning and interpreting the data
(see Ravitch & Carl, 2016).

Methodology

A gualitative case study is used to focus attention on instances of a social
phenomenon (Babbie, 2017). Babbie (2017) asserted that the chief purpose of a case
study is to be descriptive. The participants in the current study, African American women
who were underrepresented in role attainment, described the barriers and supports that
they experienced in the attainment of superintendent roles in rural school districts.
Participant Selection

Participant selection for this study came from the population of African American
female superintendents from rural public schools in a southern U.S. state. Purposeful

sampling was used for this study based on the following criteria: (a) participants held
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superintendent roles, (b) participants were African American women, and (c) participants
were superintendents in rural school districts in the southern U.S. state that was the
context of this study. Participants were identified using the state’s publicly available
directories that included superintendents’ names, photographs, district names, district
addresses, email addresses, phone numbers, and fax numbers. After Walden University’s
Institutional Review Board (10-13-21-10271157) approval, participants were contacted
and recruited using email communication that included the informed consent. Potential
participants who consented via email were also asked to provide the method (face-to-face
virtual using teleconferencing software, or cellular phone) and the day and time they
would be available to be interviewed. All interviews were conducted using virtual
conferencing programs or cellular phone. Prospective participants were called 1 week
after the initial email was sent. After 2 weeks, an additional email was sent to recruit
more participants. The target number of African American female superintendents for
this study was between eight and 10, which was approximately 50% of the total
population of those eligible to participate in the study. Of the 11 consenting participants,
eight followed through with the interview process. The individuals who responded that
they did not want to participate in the study and those who did not follow through with
the interview after agreeing to participate were sent an email thanking them for their
consideration.
Instrumentation

The study’s data collection tool was a researcher-developed interview protocol

consisting of 10 main questions and associated probing questions. According to Roberts
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(2020), it is important that interview questions be designed to elicit detailed answers to
the research questions based on the content of the study. During qualitative interviews,
the value of the data collected is dependent on the strength of the interview questions. To
establish content validity yielding valuable data, | followed Yeong et al.’s (2018) four
stages of the interview protocol refinement framework (IPR) to strengthen my study.
Stage 1 of Yeong et al.’s (2018) IPR focuses on the alignment between the
interview questions and the research questions based on the content of the study. Except
for the introductory and background questions, interview questions were derived from
Black feminist thought and intersectionality. Specifically, interview questions addressed
racial and gendered perspectives that originated from the concepts of Black feminist
thought. The concept of intersectionality that describes other biases in conjunction with
race and gender informed the additional interview questions. Stage 2 involves
constructing inquiry-based interview questions. Open-ended questions were developed
from the conceptual frameworks and the review of the literature. During Stage 3 of the
IPR, feedback is received on interview questions. For the current study, my committee
chair and second committee member suggested | revise the wording of some of the
questions and include probes to explore events experienced by the participants. In the
fourth and final stage of the IPR, the interview questions are pilot tested or peer
reviewed. In the current study, content validity of the interview protocol was established
through peer review by two African American female administrators aspiring to become
superintendents. One of the peer reviewers demonstrated preparedness for the

superintendent role by completing a state’s Superintendent Leadership Academy and the
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other through doctoral degree attainment in educational leadership. The peer reviewers
recommended | add additional background questions and indicate or match the interview
questions with the three research questions to show alignment between the two. Changes
were made to the interview questions based on my committee chair, second chair, and the
peer reviewers’ suggestions. After an additional review, all reviewers were satisfied that
the interview questions aligned with the research questions and content of the study (see
Appendix A).

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection

Upon receiving Walden’s IRB approval, | recruited participants by contacting
them using publicly available directory information to gather the names, school districts,
and contact information to identify participants who met the study’s inclusion criteria.
Potential participants were contacted via email. The email communication contained my
email, phone number, a brief background of the study, and the informed consent form.
Participant eligibility was verified to ensure participants: (a) held superintendent roles,
(b) were African American women, and (c) were superintendents in rural school districts
in a southern U.S. state.

After confirming potential participants’ eligibility to participate in the study, |
requested and verified that the participants responded with “I consent” via email to the
informed consent form that described the purpose, nature of the study, process for
collecting and analyzing data, and information related to how I planned to maintain their
privacy and confidentiality using pseudonyms instead of their actual names. Participants

were given 1 week to email their responses. If the target number of participants was not
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achieved in the first attempt, potential participants were contacted using phone calls
followed by a repeat of the email communication. Interviews took place at the
participants’ convenience; they had the autonomy to choose the meeting method, day,
and time. If the participants did not have a preference, suggestions were for a virtual
meeting or over the cellular phone because the COVID-19 pandemic negatively impacted
the ability to meet safely face-to-face. Participants were asked to consent to the recording
of the interviews via the informed consent forms and verbally, and they were told they
could opt out of the interviewing process at any time. The interviews ranged from 20 to
40 minutes in length. After each interview, participants were reminded that their
responses would remain confidential, that they could contact me later should additional
questions arise, and that | would reach out to them for a review of the information they
provided during the interview (member checking). Lastly, | extended my gratitude by
thanking them for participating in this study.
Data Analysis Plan

| interviewed and transcribed the participants’ responses verbatim from the audio
recordings and handwritten notes. This process allowed me to analyze and interpret the
data continuously to identify codes and arrive at categories and themes that revealed the
larger meaning of the findings (see Creswell, 2008). The data analysis strategy involved
the following five steps: (a) documentation of the data and the process of data collection;
(b) organization and categorization of the data into concepts; (c) examination of potential
relationships to show how one concept may influence another; (d) authentication of

conclusions by evaluating alternative explanations, disconfirming evidence, and
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searching for negative cases; and (e) reflexivity (Check & Schutt, 2012). Had discrepant

cases been revealed in the process, the data would have remained in the analysis. The
lack of discrepant cases signifies to the researcher that adequate time has been spent
collecting data and the data have become saturated (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Data gathered in the current study were analyzed using two levels of coding. The
first level was open coding, the logical starting point for qualitative analysis (see Babbie,
2017). During open coding, | reviewed the interview data, the audio recordings, and
transcripts to gather coding categories. The second level of coding, axial coding, involved
regrouping the data from the first level of coding to determine final analytic concepts (see
Babbie, 2017). Axial coding moved the focus of analysis from the development of
categories to the establishment of themes. First level of coding was conducted using a
coding software program, Dedoose, and second level coding was conducted by hand to
synthesize findings that could be tied to the phenomenon of interest and the research
questions relating to the conceptual framework and the literature review. Reflection of
the process resulted in the achievement of data saturation in which no new information
emerged from the coding arriving at common themes (see Saldafia, 2016).

Trustworthiness

According to Ravitch and Carl (2016), trustworthiness includes the processes and
approaches used to assess qualitative studies’ rigor and quality. Trustworthiness is
viewed from multiple perspectives, including the researcher, the participants, and other
people interested in the phenomenon of interest (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). In this section,

credibility. transferability, dependability, and confirmability are described as methods to
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ensure trustworthiness.
Credibility

Korstjens and Moser (2018) defined credibility as the confidence that can be
placed in the truth of the research findings. Research findings are credible when they
capture the authenticity of the participants’ views and measure what the researcher thinks
they are measuring (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). One strategy that I implemented in this
study to ensure credibility was member checking. The other strategy was clarification
probes.
Member Checking

A credibility data strategy related to the quality of data involves member
checking. Member checking is the process of feeding back data to the participants who
provided the data to gather the accuracy of the interpretation by the researcher (Korstjens
& Moser, 2018). According to Korstjens and Moser (2018), member checking
strengthens the data because it considers the view of the researcher and the participant in
the data analysis process. After conducting the coding process moving from prior codes
to preliminary codes to categories to themes, the data was shared with the participants of
the study for feedback. The responses from the member check would have been applied
to ensure credibility of the study had there been any.
Clarification Probes

A clarification probe is a technique in interviewing to solicit a more complete
answer to a question (Babbie, 2017). Researchers who conduct clarification probes

ensure that participants clarify their responses to avoid implications that could lead to a
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misunderstanding of the meaning of the phenomenon of interest (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).
According to Babbie (2017), clarification probes are non-directive and are commonly
applied in eliciting responses to open-ended questions. The questions posed in this study
were primarily open-ended. However, clarification probes were employed when
responses required participants to provide more in-depth responses revealing more
credible data from the interviews.
Transferability

Transferability entails a highly descriptive and detailed presentation of the setting,
participants, and qualitative study findings that can be transferred to other contexts
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Accordingly, qualitative studies are transferable to a broader
context while maintaining their application to the phenomenon of the original study
(Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Thick description was employed to gain the deepest
understanding possible relating to this study (Babbie, 2017). The point of providing a
thick description of the participants and the research process was for others to make a
judgment about whether this study’s findings were transferable to their own setting
(Korstjens & Moser, 2018). This study was constructed for rural school leaders.
However, transferability applies to urban or suburban settings using the study’s
processes.
Dependability

Dependability refers to the stability of the data (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Moreover,
Korsten’s and Moser (2018) reported the data analysis process must align with the

standards for the study’s design. For this case study design, dependability was ensured
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through the ongoing reflection on the audio recordings, notes taken, and data analysis
using coding and thematic analysis from the semi-structured interviews to describe the
participants’ real-life experiences. These steps were necessary and exemplify
dependability of the study that included the same process for each individual case
involving the phenomenon of interest.

Korstjens and Moser (2018) indicated that dependability in a study was gained
through an audit trail describing the research steps from the initial stages of a study to the
final stage in which the findings were reported. Like an auditor who authenticates
accounts in a business, readers of a study may authentic the findings of a study following
a researcher’s processes or trail (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). | used thick description to
achieve an audit trail suitable for replication by other researchers.

Confirmability

Confirmability addresses the researcher’s biases and prejudices in their data
interpretation (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). To ensure confirmability, | maintained the audio
recordings, notes, and coded data for continuous review during the research process.
Additionally, I performed clarification probes to establish confirmability. Clarification
probes require researchers to repeat or summarize participants’ conversations during
interviews for clarity to confirm the data that will be later categorized for themes (Rubin
& Rubin, 2012). This act provided me with greater confidence as | continued ongoing
reflexivity.

To ensure confirmability, researcher reflexivity was implemented. Reflexivity is

the process of reflecting upon one’s assumptions, preconceptions, values, and decisions
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throughout the study (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Because reflexivity is a continuous
process of the qualitative researcher’s ongoing influence on the research, it is important
to be self-aware and reflexive about collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data
(Korstjens & Moser, 2018). | practiced reflexivity by self-checking my personal biases
and preconceived notions in the reflections documented in my notes and transcripts used
in first-level coding arriving at categories to second level coding leading to common
themes.
Ethical Procedures

After | received Walden University’s IRB approval, publicly available directories
were used to determine the study’s potential participants’ names, school districts, and
contact information. Invitation to participate in the study were limited to emails and
phone calls. The phone call as an alternative method of communication took into
consideration that the participants responded after one or more forms of contact. Along
with the invitations, the informed consent form was emailed to verify their agreement to
participate in the study. Participants were reminded that their participation in the study
was voluntary and that they could elect to discontinue at any time. At the same time, they
were informed that their participation in the study had the potential to affect positive
social change, leading to changes for disadvantaged students of color, promoting
diversity and inclusion in education, improving equal opportunity leading to increased
representation, and enhancing educational preparation programs.

Ethical considerations for participants were extended to ensure no physical,

emotional, or mental harm took place during the study. Furthermore, participants’
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identities were placed with pseudonyms during their interviews and coding of responses.
Discussion relating to the study was limited to my research committee and Walden
University’s IRB only. Moreover, the confidentiality of the data was kept using a
fireproof cabinet with a lock and key and by a personal computer protected by a
password. These items will be maintained by the researchers for five years as required by
Walden University.

Summary

Chapter 3 included a description of the research method that explored how
African American female superintendents describe their attainment of the
superintendency in rural school districts in a southern state in the U.S. As the researcher
conducting a qualitative case study, | was the only collection instrument responsible for
interviewing 8 African American women currently serving in rural school districts in a
southern state in the U.S.

The study’s methodology involved a purposive sample comprised of African
American female superintendents serving in rural school districts. The method used to
collect data was semi-structured interviews. Data from audio recording, notes, and coding
were analyzed at two coding levels. The first level revealed categories. The second level
revealed themes from the data aligned to the phenomenon of interest and the research
questions aligned to the conceptual framework and the literature review. Credible,
transferable, dependable, and confirmable methods were strategies used to build this
qualitative study’s trustworthiness. To add to that, reflexivity was observed by the

researcher who understood how the research process affected the researcher as an
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aspiring superintendent.

Chapter 4 contains the results of this qualitative case study research. The
alignment of the study is demonstrated in relation to the phenomenon of interest, the
central research question, the subsequent research questions, the conceptual framework,
and the literature review. The specific components in the next chapter covers the setting,
data collection, data analysis, results, and evidence of this qualitative case study

research’s trustworthiness.



84
Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how African American
female superintendents describe their attainment of superintendent roles in rural school
districts in a southern U.S. state. Three RQs guided this study:

RQ1: What are the perspectives of African American female superintendents
about their experiences attaining superintendent roles in rural school districts?

RQ2: How did African American female superintendents overcome barriers to
attain their superintendent roles in rural school districts?

RQ3: What types of support do African American female superintendents
perceive as beneficial in helping them attain superintendent roles in rural school districts?

Chapter 4 is organized into five major sections. The first section includes the
setting, which contains background information about the participants in the study. The
next two sections contain the procedures for data collection and data analysis. The fourth
section covers the results from which seven major themes emerged from the three
research questions. The last section discusses evidence of the trustworthiness of the
study.

Setting

The participants in this qualitative case study included eight African American
female superintendents. All participants held a superintendent role at the time of this
study, were African American women, and were superintendents in rural school districts
in a southern U.S. state. Securing eight participants was difficult because it meant

recruiting more than half of the total available population of African American female
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superintendents in the state. Two participants responded to my request to participate in
the study after the first email. All other participants were engaged via email and phone
communications. In most cases, several emails were sent to arrange interviews that best
fit the schedules of the participants. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, seven participants
opted to interview via video conferencing programs or cellular phone. It was apparent
that video conferencing and cellular phone communication was commonplace for them as
they demonstrated a high level of comfort during the interviews. However, one
participant opted for an alternative to video conferencing programs and cellular phone
interview. Due to the nature of the study addressing her experience in attaining the role
she held, one interviewee agreed to participate in the study via transcription of answers to
the interview questions electing not to have her voice or face recorded. Her responses
were accepted without prejudice because they contributed to the scholarly discussion
sought for this study.

Questions centered around the participants’ background revealed that half of the
African American female superintendents attained the role of superintendent in a diverse
or a majority White school district and half attained the superintendent role in a
predominantly African American school district. Additionally, the range of experience of
the participants was between 2.5 and 10 years. Five African American female
superintendents had 1-3 years of experience in their role, two had 4-6 years of
experience, and one had 7 or more years of experience. Only one participant held a role
as superintendent in more than one district. All participants had extensive experiences in

education, all held doctoral degrees except for one participant, and all but two



participants were affiliated with a Superintendent Leadership Academy. Attendance at
the Superintendent Leadership Academy was noted with two participants at the local
level, four at the state level, and two at the national level (see Table 1).

Table 1

Background Information

Participant Experience/number of Career path leading to the
districts superintendency
P1 4-6 years, 1 district Teacher, assistant principal,
principal, curriculum director
P2 4-6 years, 2 districts Teacher, instructional coach,

principal, curriculum director,
accountability director, consultant

P3 1-3 years, 1 district Teacher, assistant principal,
principal, assistant superintendent
P4 1-3 years, 1 district Teacher, assistant principal,

principal, nonprofit education
reform administrator

P5 7+ years, 1 district Teacher, federal programs, state
level administration, assistant
superintendent, deputy
superintendent

P6 1-3 years, 1 district Teacher, athletic coach, assistant
principal, principal, assistant dean,
assistant superintendent

P7 1-3 years, 1 district Teacher, athletic coach, school
counselor, principal, assistant
superintendent

P8 1-3 years, 1 district Teacher assistant, secretary,
curriculum director, food service,
federal programs, teacher,
instructional coach, assistant
principal, assistant superintendent

Data Collection
| collected data through interviews with eight African American female

superintendents in rural school districts in a southern U.S. state. According to Merriam
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and Tisdell (2016), semistructured interviews include a set of questions and issues to be
explored. One-on-one semistructured interviews were used to explore how African
American female superintendents describe the attainment of their roles. Seven interviews
were conducted via video conferencing programs or cellular phone, and one was
conducted via email. Each participant was interviewed using the same interview protocol.
Interviews lasted between 20 and 40 minutes. Some of the participants reported they were
busy and were fitting me into their busy schedules. For other participants, the study
proved to be a challenging subject. It is likely that due to the challenging nature of the
study, many of the participants answered the interview questions relatively quickly. In
fact, some participants were apprehensive about answering in complete sentences when
they were asked probing questions. Although the interviews were recorded, | took
handwritten notes throughout each interview.

Interviews conducted via video conferencing programs were video and audio
recorded. The audio from the video conferencing programs interviews was subsequently
imported into a web-based software called Otter.ai that transcribed speech to text and
converted it to Word. Similarly, the cellular phone interviews were audio-recorded using
the Voice Memos on my iPhone and imported into Otter.ai. The written responses
received via email were also analyzed. The audio recordings, the transcribed interviews,
and the written responses were continuously reviewed and compared to my handwritten
notes for accuracy. This process revealed the discovery of additional information | had
not originally captured in my notes that allowed me to color code the data | collected.

Data Analysis
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Merriam and Tisdell (2016) reported that analyzing data in case studies involves
conveying an understanding of the case and understanding the importance of managing
the data. Compared to other forms of qualitative research, case studies report greater
descriptions of the data that extend to the presentation of categories and themes (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). As outlined in Chapter 3, Check and Schutt’s (2012) five-step process
for analyzing the data included the following:

e documenting of the data and the process of data collection

e organizing/categorizing the data into concepts

e examining relationships to show how one concept may influence another

e authenticating conclusions by evaluating alternative explanations,

disconfirming evidence, and searching for negative cases

reflexivity

The data were gathered from interviews virtually using video conferencing
programs and via cellular phone. The audio from the interviews was imported into a web-
based software called Otter.ai that transcribed speech to text. The output from the
transcription software was imported into Word. After that, the text from the interviews
was analyzed using two levels of coding. During the first level of coding (open coding), |
created a set of predetermined a priori codes that were aligned to the literature review and
the research questions. The second level coding (axial coding), was used to identify
categories and move to themes from the related intersectional constructs embedded in the

research questions aligned to the study. Second level coding is an advanced way of
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reorganizing and reanalyzing data coded through the first level coding (Saldafia, 2016).
Ravitch and Carl (2016) asserted that open coding involves multiple rounds and
readings of the data. Dedoose, a coding software program, was used to conduct the first
round of coding to highlight words and phrases that stood out. The second round of the
open coding process focused on my colored-coded handwritten notes that addressed
aspects of my research questions (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). The first level of coding
entailed the use of a worksheet | developed to establish priori codes and subsequently

highlighting the transcribed text to obtain preliminary codes (see Table 2).



Table 2

Initial Codes

Code

Data example

Professional background

Race

Gender

Rural/cultural context

Social class

Barriers

Support

P1: “We have to show up to the position already
equipped.”

P5: “If you are going to lead instruction, I think it is
important to have deep enough wells from which to
draw on your experiences.”

P6: “I understand the role of education and
pedagogy well enough to authentically be able to
talk and create systems and implement systems
well.”

P1: “During the interview process at a
predominately White school district, | met with
parents who announced that “all of the children in
this school district go to school together. The
parents did not want me to believe the school
district was segregated based on the attendance of
the people at the meeting.”

P7: “I have always served in a high minority
district.”

P2: “The vision many school districts have is for a
male leader.”

P3: “If you are a female superintendent, it is not by
chance. You earned your position.”

P4: “After the appointment of a previous leadership
role, | was met by a teacher at a school board
meeting yielding three balloons and a dozen of pink
roses who said she had done her research on my
success as a leader.”

P4: “When | went to college, | knew | was
academically behind my peers who had
opportunities and experiences | did not have coming
from a small, rural city. That made me want to do
more in education.”

P5: There is so much scrutiny experienced as a
Black female. “It takes a certain level of maturity to
get to the point where you understand that you don’t
have to check all of the boxes.”

P7: “Race and gender are my constant. At the end
of the day, the most important thing that | need to
do is be myself.”

P8: “The professional judgement and support from
the previous superintendent and the person
promoted into my previous position leading to fluid
continuity and transition of leadership in the
district.”

90
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After the first level of coding revealed alignment of the a priori codes with the
preliminary codes, axial coding was employed. Axial coding is used to regroup the
categories that arose from open coding into themes (Babbie, 2017). | reread and cross-
referenced, by hand, the interview transcripts aligned to the a priori codes, the words or
phrases that led to the preliminary codes, and my notes. | developed a synthesis of the
findings identifying categories tied to the phenomenon of interest and the research
questions relating to the conceptual framework and the literature review. There were no
discrepant cases, signifying the saturation of data. | practiced reflexivity in my capacity
as the researcher who collected and analyzed the data. Specifically, | continuously
reviewed the transcripts and compared them with my notes to ensure that my
interpretation of the data reflected the participants’ perspectives. Accuracy of the
reflections were verified by the participants through member checking. The results from
interviewing the participants, transcribing the audio from all recordings, and coding the
transcripts resulted in themes that emerged from a priori coding, preliminary coding, and
categories. Tables 3, 4, and 5 show a progression of coding beginning with a priori codes
and leading to themes. Table 3 addresses the first research question related to the
perspectives of African American female superintendents about the attainment of their
superintendent roles in rural school districts. Table 4 addresses the second research
question related to how African American female superintendents overcame barriers to
attain their roles. Table 5 addresses the last research question related to the types of
support African American female superintendents perceive as beneficial in helping them

attain their roles.
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Priori Codes, Preliminary Codes, Categories, and Themes
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RQL1 Perspectives about experiences

Priori code Preliminary code Category Theme
Professional ~ Association with Educational preparation, High educational
background  superintendent leadership,  success in the field, show and professional
experience interviewing, interest, denounce qualifications
administrative experience,  group thinking
educational background,
improving student
achievement, applying for
positions, civic leadership,
central office experience

Race Accustomed to tokenism, Identify demographics Apparent or
dominant race, glass of district, know the nonapparent
ceiling, know the key predecessor, gain support  racial
players, success over control emotions, evidence inequity
everything, unspoken of success, stoic demeanor
and hard to prove

Gender First Black and first female, Double racial minority, Inequity:
treated differently, addressed differently, gender bias
attainment questioned, decisions questioned, higher
challenged, short time to expectations, called
prove oneself, emotional, careful with
subtly disrespected assertiveness

Culture Males considered leaders,  Male dominated, winning  Cultural lens:
positive school culture, mentality, political, conservative
politics evident, public vs.  community support for rural concept
private institutions private institutions

Social Burden of representation, Responsible representation, The structural

class multi-level experiences, breath of experiences, lens as a
must build reputation, orient oneself, rounds of trailblazer

application process

interviews




Table 4

Priori Codes, Preliminary Codes, Categories, and Themes

93

RQ2 Overcome barriers to attainment

Priori code Preliminary code Category Theme

Barriers Only African American Isolation, stereotypes, Resiliency to
female, challenges to obtaining approval, overcome
showing strength, lack of self-imposed barriers, isolation and
financial background, pay disparities self-imposed
getting out of one’s own barriers
way, singled out to apply,
avoid/fear applying for
positions

Table 5

Priori Codes, Preliminary Codes, Categories, and Themes

RQ3 Types of support to attainment

Priori code Preliminary code Category Theme

Support Reference from mentor, Mentor, peers, family, Support from
other female school board, partners, mentors,
superintendents, family, literature, teachers/staff family,
school board support, members of
partnerships, leadership, school
review of literature, community

inner circle, outgoing
superintendent, teachers

Results

| explored how African American female superintendents describe their

attainment of the superintendent roles in rural school districts in a southern U.S. state

using three research questions.

RQ1: What are the perspectives of African American female superintendents

about their attaining superintendent roles in rural school districts?
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Theme 1: High Educational and Professional Qualifications

The first of the five themes relating to the participants’ perspectives was the
prevailing theme that the prerequisite for superintendent role attainment for African
American female superintendents in rural school districts was high educational and
professional qualifications. The perspectives of the African American female
superintendents revealed it was important to obtain a doctoral degree, gain a wealth of
educational and professional experiences, and demonstrate a proven track record of
success.

Seven of the eight participants held doctoral degrees at the time this study was
conducted. The participants who held doctoral degrees believed African American
females must obtain doctoral degrees to attain superintendent roles to demonstrate they
are educationally equipped with the most advanced degree available. From their
perspectives, communication from educational leaders with doctoral degrees is more
accepted and respected by members of the school community. Participant 5 was adamant
that superintendent role attainment for her, as a superintendent characterized in the 1%
percentage of those underrepresented in educational leadership, meant that her
qualifications had to be greater than those who highly represent educational leadership.
She stated, “I think having a doctoral degree makes a difference. People pay attention
when a Dr. is talking”.

The participants perceived African American female leaders should gain a wealth
of educational and professional experiences While all participants held several

instructional leadership positions, five of the eight participants indicated that “all of their
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experiences” helped in their attainment of the superintendent role. The participants
acknowledged that among them, African American female superintendents, it would be
wise to know what sets them apart from their peers. Participant 4 discussed her diverse
background in both public and nonprofit education in high racial minority and
predominately White schools but noted her experience with nonprofit education set her
apart from other African American female superintendents. Participant 6 shared that her
experience as a nontraditional teacher with a business background distinguished her as a
problem-solver able to address fiscal issues, facilities, accounts payables, accounts
receivables, and other areas that are not commonly taught in traditional educational
programs. In addition to traditional educational programs, six participants attended
Superintendent Leadership Academies, and several described their affiliation with civic
organizations.

The most prevailing sentiment of the African American female superintendents
was their track record of academic success as instructional leaders. Outside of doctoral
degree attainment, they perceived academic success as an undeniable accomplishment
that aided in their ability to attain their superintendent roles. Participant 1 made it clear
that “if you are going to lead instruction, you need to know something about instruction”.
As a testament to the pipeline academic success may have to the attainment of
superintendent roles for African American females, Participant 3 stated, “my
qualifications included my ability to move a failing school to one of the most successful
schools in the state”.

Theme 2: Apparent or Nonapparent Racial Inequity
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From the perspective of race, the participants in the study acknowledged either
apparent or nonapparent racial inequity in their experiences with the attainment of their
role as superintendent. Their experiences represented the varied possibilities concerning
racial inequity among African American female superintendents in rural school districts.
All participants leading White school districts declared they had experiences with
apparent racial inequity. The participants leading African American school districts
reported nonapparent racial inequity.

Apparent Racial Inequity

Some participants admitted that they faced racial inequity concerning their role as
superintendent but not necessarily in the attainment of their current roles as
superintendent. An example of racial inequity was noted by Participant 8 who described
the mental processes she observes when she believes racism is expressed towards her:

You know, racial issues are kind of unspoken. A lot of times, you can’t quite put

your finger on it. You get pushback from people who have been in the district

longer than you. You don’t address it you just watch it. Sometimes people are
blatantly disrespectful because they have been doing what they have wanted to do
for so long. But then you have to say, these types of things | take notice of
without directly addressing it unless | have unequivocal proof that the
disrespectful is racially motivated.

Most of the participants described their experiences with apparent racial inequity
but explained how they dealt with it. Some of the strategies reported were the ability to

adapt to their environment, using code-switch as a coping mechanism, or ignoring
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apparent racial issues. Participant 1 stated she grew up in a predominately white
neighborhood and was one of a handful of African American students in my class:

| was accustomed to being the only African American person in the room

sometimes. So, when | decided to interview to be a superintendent, I felt like |

would do so in a district where | would be the first African American female or

the first African American person to attain the role.
Although Participant 4 was the first African American female to attain the superintendent
role in her school district, she revealed she had no experiences with overt racism. She did,
however, describe her educational background in parochial education as a child and as a
college student attending a predominately White university that she credits with
equipping her to become adept at code-switching as a coping mechanism to deal with
racism. Similarly, Participant 6 believes apparent racism is a part of what African
American females face throughout their lives stating that, “I’ve been a little black girl.
Now, I’m a big black girl. And you just learn early on how to cope and move forward and
persevere through it all”.
Nonapparent Racial Inequity

For some of the African American female superintendents, racial inequity was
nonapparent. Three of the participants revealed racial inequity was nonapparent because
they held superintendent roles in predominately African American school districts.
Participant 3 added that the proverbial racial glass ceiling had been shattered prior to her
role attainment but took notice that affiliations in organizations and superintendent

conferences are comprised of predominately White males. Based on their reported
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experiences in African American school districts, racial issues come after role attainment
based on preconceived notions and high expectations of African American female
educational leaders. Furthermore, the participants reported nonapparent racial inequity
was experienced in organizations and conferences that did not directly impact their ability
to run their school districts.
Theme 3: Inequity as It Relates to Gender Bias

The most common theme that emerged in the data from the participants’
perspective was inequity as it related to gender bias. Gender bias was more prevalent
than all other constructs for every participant in the study. As an example, Participant 2
communicated that during the attainment of her position as superintendent, questions by
school board members were posed that were designed specifically for male candidates.
These questions indicated the school board members had preconceived notions about
who they taught the superintendent should be. Participant 3 added gender bias is a bit
overt. She was called ‘girl’, asked how she ended up as a superintendent, and asked who
she knew to get the position. Participant 5 expressed that staff members often questions
her about why they must do certain things pertaining to the job. She credits their line of
questioning to her gender and believes those same questions would not be asked of a
White superintendent or a Black male superintendent.

The participants perceived gender inequity to be worse than race. Participant 6
cautions that there are three main reasons gender inequity is worse than race. For one,
expectations are higher for women than they are for men. Secondly, the pressure is

greater for women because women have a shorter time to prove themselves in leadership
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positions. Lastly, the stereotype that women are emotional when upset calls into question
their ability to discipline staff when holding superintendent roles. Participant 7 discussed
her initial experience with gender inequity began after the attainment of her role
following the tenure of a White male superintendent. She disclosed that the gender
inequity came from staff members, board members, and community members who
questioned her authority often.
Theme 4: Cultural Lens of the Conservative Rural Concept

As specified by the participants, the cultural lens of the conservative rural
concept must be understood to lead rural school districts. There are ways in which things
are done in rural school districts from a cultural perspective that must be adopted by
superintendents. Several participants mentioned that support in their role as
superintendents was contingent upon their response and respect for the community’s
values.

As an example of the cultural lens of the conservative rural concept Participant 2
reflected:

The community has the mindset that males are leaders. Females are often viewed

as support to male leaders. Different communities react differently toward male

superintendents than female superintendents. Men do not seem to share the same

experiences as women when we talk about our experiences with each other. Men

are respected and their directives are not challenged as much. This especially

holds true with school boards.

Participant 3 noted how her work and reputation spoke to the cultural lens of the
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conservative rural concept: “my school community was very supportive. | am
homegrown. Additionally, my work, as opposed to my race or gender, speaks for me”.
Most of the participants reported concerted efforts to embrace the culture of the
conservative rural concept because it leads to the community’s support. Participant 4
finds it important to honor the students in the school district and to protect the school
district from negative outside influences. Participant 5 hosts several events inviting the
community into her school and is “intentional about attending community events like the
city council meetings, board of supervisors’ meetings, and other annual events”.

Admittedly, gaining and maintaining community support is an additional duty
African American female superintendents must concede. Participant 6 expressed that the
superintendent role in rural school districts is a political role structured like a family
characterized by times of love as well as disdain. She further expressed that supportive
community members should be valued as great assets in school districts.

Public school isolation is not an option for African American female
superintendents in rural school districts. African American female superintendents must
be aware of the cultural lens of the whole community to include the private sector to gain
the respect and support of all members in the community. Participant 8 voiced:

| get a lot of community support. | do have to remember | am the first African

American, image in the superintendent’s seat in this district. It is my personal

belief that all community members to include private academies play a big role in

our community. If you don’t sell yourself, nobody’s going to support you. We’ve

asked the community to support us and they do. We just have to ask for support.
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Theme 5: The Structural Lens as Trailblazers

The last theme relating to participants’ perspectives surrounded the uniqueness of
their experiences in the attainment of their role as superintendent was the structural lens
as trailblazers. Specifically, they realized that they were, in most cases, pioneers in the
field and well accomplished in educational leadership. Participant 1 asserted in the last 20
years, more and more females have attained the superintendency: “So, when we get in the
role, and we demonstrate that we can do the work then that opens the door for someone
else”. Participant 2 stated that female CEOs have gone through the trenches and have
matriculated through the different educational levels and positions. Moreover, she
communicated that male superintendents skip a lot of the educational positions and are
more likely to move from the principalship to the superintendency. As trailblazers,
African American female superintendents should know the tenure of the superintendent
role, inherit differences that may exist between them and their predecessor, and prepare
to undergo many interviews before acquiring superintendent role attainment.

One of the chief complaints in educational leadership is the short tenure of
superintendents that threaten the stability in school districts. The goal for African
American female superintendents is role attainment but the prize is maintaining the role.
Participant 4 communicated that the average tenure of a superintendent is three years:

That’s about the time the honeymoon period ends, and you have to start making

some decisions that are going to upset people. And very early on I tried to make

sure that | had people in my superintendent’s cabinet who didn’t always think like

me, because I think that it is really important that we don’t groupthink.
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The underrepresentation of African American females in superintendent roles
results in structural, inherit differences between African American female
superintendents and their predecessors. Participant 5 affirmed African American females
are trailblazers in the attainment of superintendent roles. Racially, African American
females do not have a legacy from which to draw from in the superintendency.
Additionally, the prerequisite of the doctoral degree is trailblazing for most of the
participants because the doctoral degree, like the attainment of their position as
superintendent, may be the first and only degree attained in their family.

What is also trailblazing in educational leadership is the multiple interviews that
African American female superintendents may have to attain superintendent roles. One
participant recalled undergoing five interviews that included three agency interviews, a
school board interview, and a community interview. During the time this study was
conducted, several of the African American female superintendents experienced multiple
interviews to attain the superintendent role they currently held.

RQ 2. How did African American female superintendents overcome barriers to
attain their superintendent roles in rural school districts?

Theme 6: Resiliency to Overcome Isolation and Self-Imposed Barriers

The major theme from the barriers experienced by the participants was their
resiliency to overcome isolation and the self-imposed barriers inflicted upon them by
others or imposed upon themselves. Sampson and Gresham (2017) found a similar theme
of African American women buying into oppressive constructs about race and gender

placing self-imposed barriers on themselves that they must overcome. These findings
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solidify resiliency as a formidable theme.

African American superintendents leading predominately White school districts
and high racial minority school districts experience isolation in educational leadership.
While admitting the conversation was uncomfortable, Participant 1 described comfort in
knowing how to deal with isolation in the professional workplace that stems from
experiences she had as a child that mirrors the experiences of adulthood adapting to
working in spaces by herself. Participant 1 revealed that it is not uncommon to be 1 of
100 people in a professional meeting and notice she is the only African American in the
room. She was taught resiliency by walking with her head up and shoulders squared off
to make sure she looks like she is supposed to be in the room even if she doesn’t feel like
she is supposed to be in the room.”

Resiliency for some of the participants means comforting themselves when
experiencing isolation while others view resiliency as actively protesting isolation.
Participant 8 expressed her disdain with her school board who wanted her to advance
from the role of assistant superintendent to superintendent without an increase in pay.
Although she stood her ground on the issue and received a small pay raise, she felt
isolated in her efforts. ““You are kind of alone because it is difficult for the highest paid
person in the district to complain about the pay”.

Resiliency to overcome isolation is motivated by barriers that are inflicted upon
individuals. However, resiliency to overcome self-imposed barriers is motivated by self-
inflicted barriers. Participant 4 described the skill of resiliency for individuals who face

experience multiple oppressions:
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| think getting out of my own way is an issue. It takes a level of maturity to get to

the point where you understand that you don’t have to check all the boxes. For a

long time, 1 felt like I could not do certain things unless | was fully equipped in

every way. But that’s not the case. | do think you have to be professionally

prepared. | also believe in a lesson my dad taught me which is people in public

service must have clean hands and keep clean hands to be respected.
Participant 7 recalled a similar experience where she names herself as the greatest barrier
calling for resilient strategies. When faced with the opportunity to apply for the
superintendent role in a thriving district nearby, Participant 7 convinced herself that she
was not ready. She questioned her experience and gave herself angst over every question
on the application to included one that asked for the names of publications written.
Although she had a reputation of academic success as an instructional leader, she
questioned her experience because she had not written any publications.

RQ 3. What types of support do African American female superintendents
perceive as beneficial in helping them attain superintendent roles in rural school districts?
Theme 7: Support from Mentors, Family, and the School Community

The last theme under the third research question noted by all participants was the
types of support they experienced in their role attainment as superintendents. Six
participants recounted experiences characterized by support from mentors, family, and
the school community. Support may come from those you are in close contact with or
from others outside of your inner circle.

Participant 3 ranked the support from those categorized by close contact. First,
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family was noted as the greatest support. Secondly, the people that surround her on the
job helps to get her through tough times. Next, Participant 3 listed her school board who
believes in her and stands with her in solidarity when she makes tough decisions. Lastly,
a network of current and past superintendents completes her circle of close contact
support. Similarly, Participant 2 divulged her greatest support was her family, school
board, and a network of current and past African American female superintendents.
Support from networks may influence role attainment for African American female
educational leaders. As Participant 1 explained, “it is important to have a good reference.
A good reference from an accomplished mentor will encourage the decision-maker to do
what is right.”

It is important that African American female leaders expand their inner circle to
the larger school community and reaching back to former leadership. Participant 5 said,
“We have been blessed to have great support locally, and even nationally”. Participant 5
uses social media to promote the positive things happening in her district, consequently
expanding her support. Participant 8 recalled having the support of the outgoing
superintendent as her biggest supporter and advocate in dealing with her school board.

To conclude, the findings from this study revealed seven major themes: five
themes derived from the perspectives of 8 African American female superintendents
about their experiences in the attainment of their roles, one theme described the barriers
they had to overcome, and one theme described the types of support they perceive as
beneficial. The themes were (1) high educational and professional qualifications, (2)

apparent or nonapparent racial inequity, (3) inequity as it relates to gender bias, (4)
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cultural lens of the conservative rural concept, (5) the structural lens as trailblazers, (6)
resiliency to overcome isolation and self-imposed barriers, and (7) support from mentors,
family, and the school community.
Evidence of Trustworthiness

When the findings from qualitative research are trusted, the study achieves
trustworthiness (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). As the researcher, | ensured trustworthiness
in my approach to collecting and analyzing data by applying the following strategies:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
Credibility

Korstjens and Moser (2018) indicated that credibility was the faith that could be
placed in the accuracy of research findings. To ensure credibility of the study, several
strategies were employed to show that the findings were plausible. During the collection
of data via video conferencing programs, cellular phones, and transcription, clarification
probes were used as a strategy to obtain more coherent answers to the research questions
to ensure credibility. The various methods of data collection (video conferencing
programs, cellular phones, and transcription) demonstrated that | was amenable to
providing the participants with the opportunity to select an interview method they were
most comfort with that would yield the greatest results during their participation to gain
their perspectives of their experiences. An additional strategy to ensure credibility
occurred during data analysis in which a continuous analysis of the data involved first
and second level coding. Following the collection and analysis of data, member checking

was a strategy used to ensure credibility of the data collected. Transcripts and one-page
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summary that included the themes were emailed to each participant for review and
feedback as indicated in the consent form that requested participation in the study. Seven
of the participants reviewed the transcripts of their interviews as well as the themes that
served as a summary of the findings ensuring the accuracy of the participants’ intent.
Because one of the participants provided written responses to the interview questions, she
was only provided a summary of the themes. Participants were asked to provide clarity
and suggest any changes to the summary of the findings; however, no clarity or changes
were suggested affirming the data from the interviews that led to the themes found in the
study.
Transferability

A thick description of the setting, participants, and findings of the study was
achieved. From the participants’ context, the circumstance that forms the setting for this
study is the underrepresentation of African American female superintendents in rural
school districts. Additionally, participation in this study included criteria that was
threefold: (a) participants held superintendent roles, (b) participants were African
American women, and (c) participants were superintendents in rural school districts in
the southern state in the U.S. Further, a thick description was achieved through an
interpretation of participants’ experiences in the attainment of their superintendent roles
via common themes. From this thick description of the setting, participants, and findings,
a replication of the study would benefit African American female superintendents in
urban and suburban school districts. Targeting all school communities (rural, urban, and

suburban) in other regions in a southern state in the U.S. would provide a greater
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representation of the role attainment of African American female superintendents. The
findings from the study further support transferability in that the data from rural school
districts in a southern state may apply to rural school districts in urban and suburban
school districts in a southern state.
Dependability

| maintained an audit trail documenting the implementation of the study as
designed from the initial to the end stages while sustaining alignment with the content of
the study and the research questions. Data was collected from each participant using the
same interview questions. Dependability was increased in the study through the
collection of data from multiple participants sharing superintendent role attainment.
Because the participants’ experiences were similarly based on the rural context, their
perspectives were unique to their background and the culture of their local school
districts. | analyzed the data from the interviews of the participants to determine themes
describing the attainment of superintendent roles in rural school districts in a southern
state in the U.S.
Confirmability

To demonstrate confirmability, | used clarification probes during the interviews to
deepen my level of understanding of responses focused on the research questions.
Furthermore, | achieved reflexivity by first establishing priori codes to structure the
collection of data. Then I conducted multiple reviews of the data using color codes in my
notes with the text from transcribed video and audio recordings that began with the use of

a coding software program, Dedoose, to a more tedious, manual approach by hand.
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Continued review of the data developed into preliminary codes, then categories, and
finally themes resuming alignment with the content of the study and research questions
that could be confirmed by other researchers through an audit trail.
Summary

Seven major themes arose from the analysis of data of three research
questions. The themes identified were (1) high educational and professional
qualifications; (2) apparent or nonapparent racial inequity; (3) inequity as it relates to
gender bias; (4) cultural lens of the conservative rural concept; (5) the structural lens as
trailblazers; (6) resiliency to overcome isolation and self-imposed barriers; and (7)
support from mentors, family, and the school community. In Chapter 5, | interpret the
findings of this study, present the limitations of the study, make recommendations for
further research, and impart implications for potential impact for positive social change at

various levels.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore how African American
female superintendents describe their attainment of the superintendent roles in rural
school districts in a southern U.S. state. This study was imperative to address the
underrepresentation in the attainment of roles for African American female
superintendents in rural school districts. Evidence indicated that the disparity between the
population of African American female educators compared to the student population,
population of teachers, and principals’ pool pale in comparison to the disproportion in the
role attainment of African American female superintendents.

The findings from this qualitative case study contributed to the scholarly
discussion of how African American female superintendents in rural school districts
attained their superintendent roles. Data analysis revealed seven themes from the
interviews of eight participants aligned with the three research questions. Five of the
seven themes aligned with RQ1, one theme aligned with RQ2, and one theme aligned
with RQ3. The first five themes addressed the perspectives of the participants’
experiences in the attainment of their roles as superintendents, the sixth theme derived
from the barriers they had to overcome, and the last theme identified the supports they
thought were beneficial in helping them attain their roles.

Interpretation of the Findings

The themes from the study corroborate the scholarly discussion related to the

literature and conceptual frameworks in Chapter 2. The first theme, high educational and

professional qualifications, supported Allred et al.’s (2017) stance that African American
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women interested in attaining the role of superintendent do so through preparation. All
participants in the current study reported they had terminal degrees except for one. Even
more significant was six of the eight participants attended a leadership or
superintendent’s academy in addition to acquiring terminal degrees demonstrating the
priority they gave to preparation.

Robinson et al. (2017) suggested that individuals aspiring to attain certain roles
should strategically analyze their career path because preparation alone does not
guarantee role attainment. Although all participants noted that their experiences helped in
the attainment of their role as superintendent, Participant 8 reported that central office
administrative experience with school law, purchasing, curriculum, and many other areas
were experiences needed for the position. Similar to what was reported in the literature
by Maranto et al. (2019) and Sperandio and Devadas (2015), the participants in the
current study reported an extensive background in curriculum and instruction. Because of
their instructional focus, their experiences included academic success. Like the multiple
oppressions that stem from the development of the empowering conceptual framework,
Black feminist thought, the participants’ doctoral degree attainment and experiences in
curriculum and instruction cannot be separated from their perspectives about their
academic successes as instructional leaders and subsequent role attainment as
superintendents. In alignment with Agosto and Roland’s (2018) description of
intersectional analysis, the first finding in the current study that African American female
superintendents possess a high educational and professional qualifications seemed

appropriate.
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Apparent or nonapparent racial inequity was the second theme that emerged from
the participants’ responses regarding their experiences in the attainment of their roles as
superintendents. Results were consistent with Fields et al.’s (2019) study of six African
American superintendents in Texas citing race as the leading barrier for African
American female superintendents. In congruence with Holsey et al. (2020), five of the
current participants perceived racial inequity as a barrier, and three participants perceived
racial inequity was nonapparent in their role attainment. AAUW (2016) described how
racial inequity was masked as organizational, cultural, economic, or policy barriers. The
current participants reported dealing with this oppressive construct in many ways:
adapting to their environment, code-switching as a coping mechanism, or ignoring
apparent racial issues.

Participants reported apparent racial inequity experiences and nonapparent racial
inequity experiences. Similar to Holsey et al.’s (2020) finding that role attainment may be
higher in communities familiar to aspiring superintendents, findings from the current
study revealed that role attainment for the participants mirrored the communities they
knew intimately to include White and African American communities. For some African
American women, racial inequity is nonapparent because they denounce it as a barrier or
factor. The idea that racial inequity for African American women is nonapparent aligns
with Brown (2014) that the lack of acknowledgment of racial issues in the attainment of
superintendent roles does not mean that racial issues do not exist. Additionally, Davis and
Maldonaldo (2015) found that African American girls are reared to adopt a strong sense

of self to exist in society. These ideas embody Black feminist thought designed to
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empower African American women who may find themselves in situations in which
resiliency is needed to exist in unknown or uncomfortable environments where it would
be easy for African American female superintendents to feel invisible, isolated, or
excluded. African American women who are defined by “first,” ““one of the few,” or the
“only African American woman” (Collins, 2000, p. vi) in the workplace deal with racial
issues.

Inequity as it relates to gender bias was the third and most common theme from
the study. Osler and Webb (2014) suggested that blatant gender inequity can be attributed
to the fact that the representation of female superintendents in education is severely
disproportionate to the gender makeup represented in the field. The current study
included more than half of the African American superintendents in a state. From a racial
and gendered perspective, the constructs describing African American female
superintendents, when viewed separately or together, indicated the inequity of the
participants related to gender bias. During the interviews, several of the participants did
not perceive that male superintendents dealt with the issues female superintendents dealt
with. The participants did not believe male superintendents’ decisions were questioned or
challenged as often as female superintendents’. Based on the experiences reported by the
participants, inequity related to gender bias is heightened by additional constructs like
race for African American women who represent only 1% of all superintendents.

The cultural lens of the conservative rural concept was the fourth theme that
emerged in this study. Women attain superintendent roles in rural school districts at a

higher proportion than in any other region (Allred et al., 2017; Kowalski et al., 2011).
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The results of the current study revealed the many leadership experiences of the
superintendents were consistent with Davidson and Butcher’s (2019) and Klocko and
Justis’s (2019) assessment that resiliency is required of superintendents in rural school
districts who are often assigned multiple tasks and roles. Participant 5 stated that one of
the most important duties of the superintendent is marketing the district.

A prerequisite for rural superintendents is the ability to engage the whole
community crossing class and political lines (Davidson & Butcher, 2019). As noted by
Participant 6, the role of the superintendent is probably the most political role in a
community. Furthermore, the conceptual framework supported the findings of this study
and validated McHenry-Sorber and Budge’s (2018) assertion that superintendents who
are aware of and operate from the insider construct embody the community’s interest. In
addition, current findings align with research from Gammill and VVaughn (2011) who that
found female superintendents must understand the cultural lens of the conservative rural
concept related to the views of womanhood as an insider who embodies the community’s
interest. As explained by Participant 2, conservatives view men as leaders and women as
support to male leaders. The findings from the current study suggest that African
American female superintendents have a greater challenge to attain the superintendency
in rural school districts. Moreover, African American female superintendents should
draw from their many experiences and operate under the auspices of the cultural lens of
the conservative rural concept.

The structural lens as trailblazers was the fifth theme addressing the first research

question focused on the perspectives of the participants regarding their experiences
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attaining superintendent roles in rural school districts. Klocko et al. (2019) expressed that
resiliency was a major factor in helping African American women overcome challenges
in educational leadership. Results from the current study revealed that four participants
were the first African Americans and the first women to attain their roles as
superintendents succeeding White male superintendents. Additionally, two participants
reported they were either the first African American or the first female superintendent.
From a racial or gendered perspective, the participants’ input extends the knowledge
about the structural lens of African American superintendents as trailblazers. Graham and
Nevarez (2017) defined transformational leaders as people who demonstrate resiliency by
participating in groundbreaking change concerned with inequities demonstrating
trailblazing in educational leadership. Although all current participants were able to
recount experiences illustrating resiliency leading to their roles as superintendents,
Participant 6 experienced five interviews with multiple community stakeholders to attain
her role as superintendent in her school district. As a condition of their existence, the
participants shared common experiences exhibiting resiliency that can be applied to the
challenges experienced in rural school districts propelling them into being trailblazers in
educational leadership.

Resiliency to overcome isolation and self-imposed barriers was a common theme
in the literature and among the current participants and reflected how they overcame
barriers to attain their superintendent roles in rural school districts. Beckwith et al. (2016)
explored barriers that prevented African American women’s ascension to executive

leadership positions. Occurrences of isolation manifested in the current participants’
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experiences when one participant lacked the backing from others in the field, when one
was falsely accused, and when one had to get approval before making financial decisions.
Although the experiences of this study’s participants differed, the commonality between
them was their race and gender. Moorosi et al. (2018) suggested the success of African
American female leaders was based on their ability to overcome barriers related to
intersectionality. Results from a narrative study by Johnson (2018) revealed the barriers
three African American superintendents faced were instrumental in shaping them as
leaders. Four current participants reported that the barriers they had to overcome were
self-imposed, which was consistent with Sampson and Gresham’s (2017) content analysis
of 43 dissertations on gender research. In accord with Lige et al.’s (2017) IP, participants
in the current study reported experiences that showed they had adopted biases and
standards as demonstrated in their self-imposed barriers of incompetency although their
success in the field contradicted this belief. The underrepresentation of women in
executive leadership positions affirms gender equity issues for women (Seo et al., 2017).
Support from mentors, family, and the school community was the seventh theme
of this study and was aligned with the third research question. Research on African
American female superintendents indicated that external support outside of the workplace
was most beneficial in their success. The most prominent support in the literature was the
benefit of mentorship describing the African American female superintendent experience
(Howard et al., 2017). Findings from the current study revealed that the reference from a
mentor was the deciding factor in one participant’s role attainment as superintendent.

Similarly, one participant stated that she had a team of present and past superintendents
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as mentors. Three participants embraced the external support concept as they were
mentored by other female superintendents, partnerships, and others outside of education.
Another participant stated that her predecessor was her mentor and helped with the
continuity of success in the district. Lastly, two participants named their family and faith
as being more prevalent in helping them in their endeavors.

This study’s findings confirmed the conceptual frameworks of Black feminist
thought and intersectionality. This study was grounded in the gendered and racial
perspectives of Black feminist thought but extends the literature with additional
constructs to better describe intersectionality. According to Wiley et al. (2017), Black
feminist thought posits that race and gender as multiple oppressions cannot be separated,
and this brings about unique challenges to attainment in educational leadership. Agosto
and Roland (2018) noted a link between the inequality in the attainment of African
American female superintendents and the oppressions of intersectionality. Sanchez-Pefia
et al. (2016) postulated that compounded biases related to cultural factors along with
race, gender, and class described intersectionality. The findings of the current study are
consistent with Allred et al. (2017) that women, including African American female
superintendents, represented in educational leadership are highly qualified. Although they
may or may not have experiences with the glass ceiling characterized as racial inequity,
they will have experiences with the concrete ceiling characterized as gender inequity.
Participant 1 acknowledged that she could not discern a difference between the glass
ceiling or the concrete ceiling as a double minority. However, Participant 5 avowed the

superintendency in an African American school district poses the greatest challenge with
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the concrete ceiling characterized by gender.” She reported one of her female school
board members admitted that they were actively seeking a male superintendent but was
thankful they had chosen her after getting to know her better. African American
superintendents leading rural school districts must be aware of the rural culture and
embrace transformative leadership as trailblazers in educational leadership. The
conceptual frameworks presented in this study served as a support in the form of
empowerment propelling African American female superintendents to be resilient in
addressing barriers and embracing support.
Limitations of the Study

The limitations of this study indicated potential weaknesses in the research. In
Chapter 1, the first limitation listed was recruiting eight participants from the small
population available to participate in this study. Securing the targeted sample size in this
study meant recruiting more than half of the total population. The second limitation was
my bias as both the collector and analyst of the data. To limit my biases, | employed
member checking to ensure credibility of the data used in the analysis to arrive at
common themes. Also, a thick description was provided to enable transferability of this
study. In addition to a thick description, an audit trail was conducted to ensure the
dependability of this study. Moreover, clarification probes demonstrated confirmability
of this study. The last limitation presented in Chapter 1 was discerning whether the
participants were honest in their responses to the research questions that may show their
district in a negative light. Some of the participants answered the interview questions

quickly and responded with short answers. It was difficult to tell whether they were being
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direct or concealing information. The participants were reassured through every
communication that their identities would not be revealed in this study. During the
collection of the data in November 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic caused participants to
be reluctant to interview face-to-face. As a result, participants were given the option to
meet face-to-face, virtually, or by telephone. One participant chose to write her
responses. No one elected to have a face-to-face interview. Trustworthiness of this study
was achieved as all interviews except one were audio-recorded and transcribed, and
participants reviewed their transcripts and a one-page summary of the findings for
accuracy.
Recommendations

The findings of this study contribute to a greater understanding of the gap in
practice of how African American female superintendents in rural school districts
attained their roles. Recommendations from the results of this research may benefit the
educational leadership field, African American female administrators, and hiring agents.
For this reason, recommendations have been provided for educational preparation
programs, aspiring African American female superintendents, and school boards and
search firms who hire superintendents.
Educational Preparation Programs

Department heads at colleges and universities responsible for andragogy in
educational preparation programs for administrators should consider the inclusion of
Black feminist thought and intersectionality in the conceptual frameworks taught. In

doing so, educational preparation programs bring awareness to all students of the
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experiences that African American women may have in the educational leadership field.
Without greater awareness, it may be difficult to achieve representational changes that
may lead to an increase of African American women in superintendent roles in rural
school districts.
Aspiring African American Female Superintendents

Aspiring African American female superintendents should know what African
American female leadership entails. That includes knowledge of the characteristics,
background, and qualifications of those who have attained the position from research and
their educational preparation programs. Moreover, aspiring African American women
should know how resiliency has been used to understand and cope with issues relating to
race, gender, and culture. Being astute of racial, gendered, and cultural issues could
alleviate isolation and self-imposed barriers African American women place on
themselves. This can be accomplished through skills training around how to deal with
biases and developing resiliency. Also, African American women aspiring to be
superintendents should concern themselves with skills training to interpret and work with
the cultural elements of a community, especially small rural ones.
School Districts and Search Firms

School districts and search firms responsible for interviewing and hiring
superintendents can be more equitable to African American female superintendent
candidates. This study equips school districts and search firms with knowledge of the
barriers and supports experienced by African American female administrators. With such

knowledge, school districts may intervene to remove barriers and increase supports to
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attain transformative leaders qualified through their experiences with intersectional
constructs to lead rural school districts.

Based on the results of this study, a change in the curriculum by educational
preparation programs, knowledge about African American female leadership by aspiring
African American female superintendents, and equitable practices among school districts
and search firms who hire superintendents support the following themes: (1) high
educational and professional qualifications; (2) apparent or nonapparent racial inequity;
(3) inequity as it relates to gender bias; (4) cultural lens of the conservative rural
concept; (5) the structural lens as trailblazers; (6) isolation and self-imposed barriers;
and (7) support from mentors, family, and the school community.

Future Research

This study recruited eight African American female superintendents serving in
rural school districts which accounted for more than half of the total population available
in a southern U.S. state. Future researchers may want to conduct an audit trail using the
data collection and data analysis methods from this study to replicate this study using
suburban or urban school districts as the context for their study. This study could also be
replicated in other southern states to compare different regions. Due to the small
population available, the results of this study are not generalizable to all African
American female superintendents in rural school districts. To increase generalizability,
future researchers could extend this study to participants who meet the criteria of this

in all southern U.S. states.
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Implications

This study has the potential to impact positive social change toward addressing
the issue of a lack of representation due to superintendent role attainment of African
American women. A positive social change could lead to an increase in the representation
of individuals who are African American women. For disadvantaged students of color, an
increase in the representation of African American female superintendents proves the role
is attainable as they can see themselves in educational leaders.

Organizationally, school districts project the sentiment of the community in the
acceptance of African American female superintendents. As the demographics of
students of color and women of color increase in society, there should also be an increase
in the attainment of superintendent roles for African American women who increasingly
prepare themselves to do so. Equity in hiring, especially in school districts highly
represented by students of color, demonstrates a shift in educational leadership that
promotes diversity and inclusion in hiring practices.

As societal constructs change, positive social change encouraging more equitable
role attainment for women who dominate the educational field will show a shift in
leadership focused on educational experience and background as opposed to perceptions
of leadership traits motivated by gender. Educational preparation programs that respond
to these societal changes evolve with the times. Current and past mentors, especially
White male superintendents, have more knowledge about the superintendent role and
what it entails. Furthermore, they possess the ability to change the trajectory in leadership

increasing the representation of African American female superintendents through their
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influence as mentors.
Conclusion

African American women disproportionately hold only 1% of superintendent
roles in a field in which 27% of superintendents are females and 8.6% of superintendents
are African American. When viewed from a gendered or racial perspective, the statistics
show great underrepresentation of African American female superintendents. Although
African American female educational leaders have prepared for the role by obtaining
terminal degrees, teaching experience, and administrative preparation and experience,
preparation has not yielded equitable superintendent role attainment.

This qualitative case study aimed to explore how African American female
superintendents describe their attainment of superintendent roles in rural school districts
in a southern U.S. state. The participants confirmed the following five themes from their
perspectives about their experiences attaining their superintendent roles: (1) high
educational and professional qualifications; (2) apparent or nonapparent racial inequity;
(3) inequity as it relates to gender bias; (4) cultural lens of the conservative rural
concept; (5) the structural lens as trailblazers; one theme describing how (6) resiliency
helped them to overcome isolation and self-imposed barriers; and one theme describing
(7) support from mentors, family, and the school community.

African American female superintendents who defy the odds by overcoming
multiple oppressions through various constructs to attain their roles, show other African
American educators and students of color a reflection of themselves in a meaningful way.

African American female superintendents’ description of their experiences, the barriers
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they overcame, and the types of support beneficial in helping them attain their roles in
rural school districts increases understanding in educational leadership. Even more,
African American female superintendents, as the most underrepresented group as
measured by percentage in the field and social class, can equally dwell and represent as

educational leaders in predominately White and predominately Black school districts.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

Parts of the Interview

Interview Questions

Introduction

Hi, my name is Likisha Coleman. Thank you for
participating in this interview. As you know, the purpose
of this interview is to explore how African American
females describe their attainment of superintendent roles in
rural school districts. This interview should last between
30 to 60 minutes. After the interview, | will be examining
your answers for data analysis purposes. However, | 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, | need to let you know that
this interview will be recorded for transcription purposes.

Do you have any questions?

Are you ready to begin?

Background

Question 1: How many years of experience do you have as
a superintendent?

Background

Question 2: Please describe your background in education
and your career path leading to your current role as
superintendent.

Probing questions:

What is educational level?

What career path would you recommend for aspiring
African American women seeking the superintendency?

Background

Question 3: What formal leadership training (i.e.
superintendent’s academy, military training, etc.) outside
of traditional education preparation programs do you have
that may have attributed to the attainment of your current
role as superintendent?
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RQ 1. What are the
perspectives of African
American female
superintendents about
their experiences
attaining superintendent
roles in rural school
districts?

Question 4: What experiences have you had that you
believe helped you in the attainment of your current role as
superintendent?

RQ 1. What are the
perspectives of African
American female
superintendents about
their experiences
attaining superintendent
roles in rural school
districts?

Question 5: What has been your experience with race,
blatant or unconscious, in the attainment of your role as an
African American female superintendent?

RQ 1. What are the
perspectives of African
American female
superintendents about
their experiences
attaining superintendent
roles in rural school
districts?

Question 6: What has been your experience with gender,
blatant or unconscious, in the attainment of your role as an
African American female superintendent?

RQ 1. What are the
perspectives of African
American female
superintendents about
their experiences
attaining superintendent
roles in rural school
districts?

Question 7: How has the culture of your local school
community been a barrier or support in your attainment of
your role as superintendent?

RQ 1. What are the
perspectives of African
American female
superintendents about
their experiences
attaining superintendent
roles in rural school
districts?

Question 8: Describe how you believe your experience in
the attainment of the superintendent role has been different
from other women?
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RQ 2. How did African
American female
superintendents
overcome barriers to
attain their
superintendent roles in
rural school districts?

Question 9: What type of barriers have you had to
overcome to attain your role as superintendent?

RQ 3. What types of
support do African
American female
superintendents perceive
as beneficial in helping
them attain
superintendent roles in
rural school districts?

Question 10: What types of support have you experienced
in attaining your role as superintendent?

Close

Thank you for your answers. Do you have anything else
you would like to share?

Do you have any questions for me?

Thank you for your time. Goodbye.
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