
ABSTRACT 

DUCKWORTH, MARK THOMAS. Non-Traditional Public School Superintendents: 
An Exploratory Case Study. (Under the direction of Dr. Lance D. Fusarelli). 

 
This qualitative case study examined the characteristics of six non-traditional 

educational leaders from among sixty-six of the largest school districts in the country 

(the Council of the Great City Schools).  The study addressed the “what, how, and 

why” of non-traditional superintendents, focusing on how their non-traditional 

backgrounds influenced or impacted the performance of their duties as leaders.  

Areas of specific interest were commonalities in backgrounds, training, and 

experience.  The background and experiences non-traditional superintendents draw 

upon when hiring school administrators and approving/implementing school reform 

initiatives was examined, as were the knowledge, skills, and/or traits non-traditional 

superintendents believed were essential for success.  Individual interviews targeted 

the superintendents’ specific backgrounds, preparation, experience, and skill sets 

that guided their decision making process.  Responses were coded to establish 

trends and commonalities among these leaders.  Findings indicate that a 

comparative longitudinal study encompassing both traditional and non-traditional 

superintendents would yield greater insight into the effectiveness of superintendents.  

Also, the findings indicate that there are individuals who can effectively transfer 

professional skill sets acquired from the private sector to the public school arena. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Traditionally, school superintendents have possessed teaching experience 

and formal education related to curriculum, instruction, and educational leadership.  

These men and women have risen through the educational ranks to lead county and 

city school districts.  Historically, superintendents have earned advanced degrees 

and certification in fields related to educational leadership. 

 However, the qualifications of the traditional superintendent are changing.  

More and more states are passing laws which allow non-educators to become 

school superintendents.  Louisiana allows a non-traditional superintendent to hold 

the position in districts with over 45,000 students (Title 28, Part CXV, Bulletin 741, 

Section 505).  However, a chief academic officer responsible for curriculum and 

instruction must be appointed by the LEA within 120 days of the non-traditional 

superintendent taking office.  This person must have a valid state-issued teaching 

certificate and meet the criteria required of a superintendent set forth in the Board of 

Elementary and Secondary Education policy of Louisiana.  Currently, this exception 

only applies to a limited number of districts.  In Florida, the statutes (Title XLVIII, 

Chapter 1001.50) encourage non-traditional candidates for the position of 

superintendent by simply stating that the educational qualifications and experiences 

of a candidate will be taken into consideration when determining the 

compensation/salary for the position.  In Tennessee, a person must only possess a 

bachelor’s degree in any field of study as established by the Tennessee Code 
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Annotated 49-2-301 (TCA Title 49, Chapter 2, Part 3 and Section 301) in order to be 

a superintendent or director of schools. 

 In an attempt to improve student achievement, larger school systems in the 

United States have hired superintendents who have no significant experience in 

educational settings.  Many factors have prompted these hirings; foremost of these 

is the superintendents’ track record of success in managing corporate finances, 

meeting operational and strategic performance goals, and providing leadership 

within a complex corporate hierarchy.  Hess (2004) stated that “school leadership 

has been conceived as an exercise in managed mediocrity.  We select and train 

leaders with little attention to crucial skills, shy away from those with unconventional 

backgrounds, place them in a ghetto isolated from the world of management, and fail 

to hold them accountable” (p. 6). 

 These new educational Chief Executive Officers (CEO’s) have brought about 

various changes in their systems and have received mixed reviews.  Paul Houston, 

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

stated that “the performance record of non-traditional superintendents from outside 

the field is mixed, with a few well-publicized successes and some failures-particularly 

an inability to raise student achievement and close the achievement gap” (Council of 

State Governments, 2004).  As school systems work toward accomplishing 

educational objectives, school boards in charge of hiring superintendents need to 

know if these CEOs possess the skills to lead and improve school systems.  
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Furthermore, non-educators need a thorough understanding of the educational 

paradigm in order to ensure that students in their systems achieve academically. 

 The question of the efficacy of superintendents who do not possess traditional 

advanced degrees, training, and experience in education has drawn scrutiny from 

state education officials, board of education members, parents, and the media.  The 

role of the superintendent has changed dramatically over the past decade.  

Traditionally, state boards of education wanted superintendents to complete 

professional development and certification programs in education.  In an 

environment that has become defined by students’ success or failure on high stakes 

tests, some critics have questioned the decision to hire a non-traditional 

superintendent, positing that it is essential for educational leaders to have a detailed 

and comprehensive knowledge of pedagogy, curriculum practice and theories, and 

federal and state mandates in order to lead their systems in achieving success on 

these tests.  These concerns are valid and should be carefully examined by school 

boards and others who have a voice in the hiring and recruitment of 

superintendents. 

 On the other side of the argument are those who support the pursuit of non-

traditional leaders, theorizing that flaws in traditional training have made traditional 

superintendents and educators inadequate.  Supporters state that these non-

traditional leaders would be savvy enough to recruit and retain assistant 

superintendents who could serve as expert advisers in educational matters.  

Furthermore, proponents state that the skills non-traditional superintendents have 
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acquired in their other careers would be valuable and useful in managing a school 

system.  Fusarelli (2005) notes that some scholars such as Tucker (2003) assert 

that “corporate or military leadership skills are appropriate and transferable to the 

public school system,” though Fusarelli does not agree (Fusarelli, 2005, p. 119).  

Some researchers state that traditional superintendent licensure requirements are 

not practice-based and do not address the actual requirements of the job (Kowalski 

& Bjork, 2005).  Professionals within the educational field argue that these 

requirements need to be modified in order to relate more directly to the actual 

demands of the position (Cooper, Fusarelli, Jackson, & Poster, 2002).  Still, others 

have called for the deregulation of the position entirely in order to allow school 

boards to hire corporate executives and military professionals from outside the 

educational field (Hess, 2003). 

Statement of the Problem 

 Non-traditional leaders are increasingly occupying the superintendencies of 

some of our nation’s largest school districts.  Members of the educational community 

have begun to ask:  “Are non-traditional superintendents successful in improving 

student achievement?”  Through personal contact with all nine of the Region 5 

Executive Directors of American Association of School Administrators (AASA), there 

were found to be four non-traditional superintendents currently holding the position.  

However, one of the four returned to school and earned a Doctorate of Education 

degree after taking the position as superintendent.  The Council of the Great City 

Schools (see Appendix D), a coalition of 66 of the nation's largest urban public 
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school systems, yielded seven (10.6 percent) non-traditional superintendents 

holding the position.  Are their efforts to guide instruction and increase student 

achievement successful, or do effective educational leaders need to be trained in a 

more traditional manner?  Are the skills from the private sector such as political, 

managerial, task orientation, and communication skills transferable to the public 

sector?  Or, is public sector leadership fundamentally different from that of the 

military and private sector? 

 Kowalski (2005) stated that education professionals have recommended 

“eliminating weaker programs,” “establishing a national preparation curriculum,” and 

“placing a greater emphasis on instructional leadership” (Kowalski, 2005, p. 2).  On 

the other side of the aisle are those who seek to do away with preparation and 

licensing requirements.  The majority of these individuals come from outside the 

education profession.  In the publication Better Leaders for America’s Schools: A 

Manifesto, reference is made to the “hoops and hurdles and regulatory hassles” that 

stem from university based preparation programs and state licensing standards (p. 

5).  The authors go on to state that “for aspiring superintendents, we believe that the 

states should require only a college education and a careful background check” (p. 

31).  Since an increasing number of states are beginning to permit the hiring of non-

traditional educational leaders, it has become more important for educational 

researchers to examine the leadership styles and efficacy of these superintendents.  

Test data from LEAs with non-traditional superintendents also need to be carefully 
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scrutinized in order to ascertain whether these leaders are implementing initiatives 

that result in improved student achievement in their school districts. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this exploratory case study is to examine the demographic 

and background characteristics, including professional expertise and training, of the 

seven districts who are members of the Council of the Great City Schools and who 

are led by non-traditional superintendents/leaders.  The study examines how well 

districts with non-traditional superintendents have performed on state tests 

according to data provided from the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

and from individual state sources.  The seven non-traditionally degreed leaders from 

sixty-six of the largest school systems in the United States were contacted and 

invited to participate in this study through a series of telephone interviews, personal 

interviews, and through personal correspondence. 

Research Questions 

 An examination of the characteristics of non-traditional superintendents lends 

itself to questions regarding their preparation, the nontraditional skills they bring to 

the position, and their beliefs and attitudes regarding successful superintendents.  

The following research questions guide the study: 

 1)  Are there any commonalities in background, training, or experience of 

 non-traditional superintendents? 
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 2)  What background and experiences do non-traditional superintendents 

 draw on when hiring school administrators and approving/implementing 

 school reform initiatives? 

 3)  What knowledge, skills, or traits do non-traditional superintendents 

 believe are essential for success as a superintendent? 

 4)  Has there been an increase in student achievement and academic 

 performance according to NAEP and AYP results during their tenure? 

Definition of Terms 

 Understanding the following terms is essential to comprehending this study.  

As a result, the definitions of terms particular to the study’s research focus are 

included below. 

 1.  Non-traditional Superintendent:  A superintendent who does not hold any 

 education or curriculum/pedagogy degree, training, or license/certificate from 

 an accredited college or university.  Furthermore, they do not have any 

 significant experience in educational settings. 

 2.  Local Education Authority (LEA) are the specific local agencies that 

 govern individual school districts and have their own board of education. 

 3.  No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is the federal law whose goal is for all 

 students to be performing at or above grade level in reading and math by the 

 end of the 2013-14 school year. 
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 4.  Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) is the yearly progress that schools, 

 districts, and states are making towards reaching their NCLB goals by 

 2013-14. 

 5.  Gateways are defined as the standards that ensure all students are 

 working on grade level in reading, writing, and math prior to being promoted 

 to the next grade.  Current gateways are given at grades 3, 5, 8, and 11. 

 6.  End of Grade (EOG) tests are reading and math tests that assess the 

 level of performance of students in grades 3 through 8. 

 7.  End of Course (EOC) tests refer to the ten individual subject tests that are 

 given in grades 9-12.  Achievement levels are scored in the range of I 

 through IV. 

 8.  Comprehensive Exams are the tests given to students in their 11th 

 grade year in reading and math. 

 9.  Non-education degreed superintendents refers to any superintendent 

 who does not hold an education degree from a university/college such as 

 M.A.Ed., M.S.A., Ed.S., Ed.D., or Ph.D. 

 10.  NAEP:  The National Assessment of Educational Progress is commonly 

 known as the “nation’s report card” and reports on student performance with 

 comprehensive information about what students at grades 4, 8, and 12 know 

 and can do in various subject areas that can be compared across states. 

 11.  Advanced Degree In Education:  any degree above a Masters in 

 Education or a Masters of School Administration.  Specifically, this will refer 
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 to degrees such as Educational Specialist (Ed.S.) and Education Doctorates 

 (Ed. D.), since these degrees presumably require a more thorough 

 understanding of pedagogy and curriculum matters. 

Significance of the Study 

 The leadership of schools in the United States has been the subject of much 

scrutiny.  Reports such as A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in 

Education, 1983) and A Place Called School: Prospects for the Future (Goodlad, 

1984) have brought to the forefront the need for improvement in the nation’s 

schools.  Kowalski (2005) stated that “by the 1980’s, 82 percent of the states had 

promulgated laws or policies that required officeholders to complete a prescribed 

program of graduate study and subsequently obtain a state-issued license (or 

certificate) to practice” (p. 1).  Yet, the persistent failure of many school systems to 

improve education, particularly for those most at risk of academic failure, has led to 

calls for radical reforms, including eliminating licensure and certification 

requirements for school leaders – superintendents today, possibly principals 

tomorrow.  As states and school districts move into these uncharted waters, careful 

study of these non-traditional superintendents, including their performance, is 

urgently needed.  An understanding of the skill set that these non-traditional leaders 

draw upon when making decisions should provide insight into their systems and 

ultimately their students’ academic performance. 

 This exploratory case study should provide local boards of education, state 

and federal policymakers, parents, and other stakeholders with information about the 
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education, training, and effectiveness of non-traditional superintendents.  This 

information could be useful to these groups as they enter into the process of 

recruiting and hiring a superintendent for their school systems.  Furthermore, 

specific questions were asked of the non-traditional superintendents to ascertain 

what information from their background can be drawn upon when hiring educators to 

work in their system, and what professional experiences they draw upon when 

implementing educational programs for their districts.  The answers to these 

questions should prove to be beneficial to all stakeholders when exploring the 

possibilities of hiring non-traditional superintendents for their school systems.  

 While information exists regarding the characteristics of effective 

superintendents, little has been done to examine the effectiveness of non-traditional 

superintendents.  This research will add to the current body of knowledge by 

examining seven non-traditional school superintendents and scrutinizing their school 

systems for effective leadership.  Using the foundations laid by earlier research, this 

study aims to examine what qualities non-traditional superintendents possess that 

may make them successful leaders in an educational climate dominated by 

accountability and high stakes testing. 

Organization of the Study 

 Chapter 1 includes an introduction to the difficulties facing school 

superintendents in regard to state and local testing requirements and federal 

mandates, a synopsis of the pedagogical and curriculum information needs in order 

to be a successful superintendent, along with the purpose of the study, the 
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statement of the problem, and a brief history of the trend of hiring non-traditional 

superintendents.  Also included in Chapter 1 were the definition of terms, the 

significance of the study, and the research questions to be addressed in this 

exploratory case study.  Chapter 2 contains a review of the research literature, which 

provides insights into the qualities business leaders, CEO’s, and military leaders 

possess that may suit them to be school system superintendents.  This literature 

review examines research related to hiring and recruiting superintendents, the 

increasing number of non-traditional superintendents, and the characteristics of 

effective superintendents.  Chapter 3 describes the methodology utilized in the study 

to collect and analyze the data collected from the seven non-traditional school 

superintendents in 66 of the nation’s largest school districts.  The findings of the 

study are presented in Chapter 4.  Chapter 5 contains a detailed discussion of the 

findings in relation to the literature.  Also contained in Chapter 5 are the implications 

for state and federal policymakers and university-based administrative programs, as 

well as the implications for future research studies of non-traditional 

superintendents. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 This exploratory case study sought to address the characteristics and 

effectiveness of seven nontraditional superintendents; as measured by student 

academic performance, whose districts are members of the Council of the Great City 

Schools.  This literature review examined research related to the history and 

background of the superintendency, recruitment, hiring, and retainment of 

superintendents, the increasing number of non-traditional superintendents, and the 

characteristics of effective superintendents.  Other characteristics such as: race, 

gender, communication skills, instructional leadership, management skills, 

personality traits, and task orientation were also evaluated. 

 The recruitment and selection of superintendents is a subject that is closely 

related to research regarding non-traditional superintendents.  Literature regarding 

recruitment and hiring practices is highlighted in order to show how increasingly 

difficult it is becoming to hire, recruit, and keep effective school system leadership.  

A dearth of qualified applicants for superintendents within the world of education has 

led school boards to look outside the realm of educational training to recruit and hire 

leadership for their LEA.  Indeed, a national survey by Cooper, Fusarelli, and Carella 

(2000) showed that 88 percent of the superintendents that were polled agreed that 

the “shortages of applicants for the superintendent’s job is a serious crisis in 

American education” and 92 percent were concerned that “higher turnover in the 
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superintendency means a serious crisis in keeping strong leaders in the position” (p. 

4). 

 This segues into the next area of related research—the increasing numbers 

of non-traditional superintendents employed by school systems throughout the 

nation.  This hiring phenomenon must be closely examined in order to best situate 

the research questions in the current body of knowledge and place the phenomenon 

in its proper context. 

 Finally, this study examined research regarding the effectiveness of 

superintendents.  Identification of the characteristics of effective superintendents and 

their school systems is directly related to the major research questions explored in 

the study. 

History and Background 

 Prior to the American Revolution and through the early nineteenth century, 

the mainstream of American public schooling remained “rural and chiefly 

unbureaucratic in structure” (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p. 17).  Teachers were rarely 

considered members of a profession nor even bureaucratic employees.  Poorly paid 

and rarely educated beyond the elementary subject areas they taught, the 

supervision of these teachers fell largely upon the hands of local trustees. 

 Local school boards began hiring superintendents to run their school districts 

in the 1830’s.  During this time period, the local boards became enthralled with the 

notion of hiring one “superintendent” who could supervise the work of all the 

employees of the school system much like other industry of the day.  Many 
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communities adopted this practice which quickly spread by mid-century across the 

nation, particularly in the larger cities.  This phenomenon marked the establishment 

of an educational group of leaders that would come to have a large impact on the 

everyday management of schools and education (Tyack & Hansot, 1982).  

Professional training and background in education was not an issue since there were 

no requirements for the superintendent position during this time period.  These early 

superintendents “frequently shared information” but there were no “training programs 

or uniform management techniques” (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p. 96). 

 These superintendents came from many different occupations and included 

writers, journalists, lawyers, bankers, and farmers.  Ellwood Cubberley and 

Lawrence Cremin’s study of “prominent school crusaders” of the mid-nineteenth 

century identified fourteen educational leaders of the nineteenth century who had 

multiple occupations throughout their lives.  Of the fourteen, eleven were elected to 

political office, nine were lawyers, ten edited journals, six were college presidents or 

professors, and four were ministers.  Only one, John Swett, was a career educator.  

They served at the pleasure of the local board and were subject to replacement as 

new board members were elected.  Often, ousted superintendents returned to their 

previous occupations. 

 During the nineteenth century, there were numerous complaints from the 

educational press about “chaotic” and “unprofessional urban school governance.”  

Critics asked, “How could the city superintendency become a profession rather than 

a procession?  A first step would be to allow the school leader, armed with the 
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appropriate skills, to achieve clear authority” (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p. 96).  In 

1849, the Reverend George Atkinson pleaded the cause of public education with 

Oregon Governor Joseph Lane.  After drafting the legislative message for Governor 

Lane, on September 5th, 1849, the Oregon legislature passed a law that provided for 

a “uniform and general system of common schools and a hierarchy of school 

directors, commissioners, and a superintendent, as well as a school fund” (Tyack & 

Hansot, 1982, pp. 39-40).  After reconstruction in the South during the 1870’s, many 

southern political leaders were anxious to redesign the governance of schools and 

place the oversight of daily operations and decision making back to the county level.  

As a result, “Yankee state superintendents” were replaced with southerners who 

were often former Confederate officers (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p. 88). 

 In 1880, Charles Francis Adams stated that the tasks of the initially untrained 

school administrator were “mere purchasing agents and superintendents of-repairs” 

and that their monument was the “the four-square school hous and the separate 

desk” (Adams, 1880, p. 65).  Adams was the grandson and great-grandson of former 

presidents and a railroad executive.  He was a proponent for the development of 

expert, professional, scientifically-trained school administrators after witnessing the 

tremendous improvements in the Quincy, Massachusetts schools under the 

guidance of Francis Parker (Tyack & Hansot, 1982).  Adams argued that pedagogy 

was a science and that the “systematic development and organization of a new 

phase of the common-school superintendency” was necessary (Adams, 1880, p. 

64).  He went on to say that the “New Departure” of education must change its 
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direction “away from mechanism and towards science” (Adams, 1880, p. 69).  He 

further stated that the superintendents “must follow in the path of development which 

the other professions hav pursued” such as medicine and law (Adams, 1880, p. 72).  

Adams criticized higher institutions of learning such as Harvard and Yale, asserting 

“we thus turn over our children to those whom we would never dream of entrusting 

with our potato patch” (Adams, 1880, p. 71).  He went on to state that it would be 

only when our universities take the science of education seriously that a “distinctly-

higher walk of the profession” be shaped (Adams, 1880, p. 71).  Adams was 

vehement about a new “clas which shal be to the teacher what the staf officer of the 

army is to the line officer, -what the jurist is to the attorney,-what the fysician is to the 

fharmacist.  They must be imbued with the science of their calling” and that a 

“distinct post-graduate cours” was needed (Adams, 1880, p. 75).  Until the end of the 

nineteenth century there were very few universities that offered professional 

education training beyond normal (or teacher training).  A survey of the twenty 

leading universities in 1890 provided only two courses in educational administration 

(Tyack & Hansot, 1982). 

 As the twentieth century began, the leadership of the American public schools 

began to move away from the untrained school executives of the 1800’s.  Leaders 

with expertise and backgrounds in education began to reshape the face of the 

common school.  This new breed of professional and competent leader was 

moreover seen as a lifelong educator.  In 1905, Teachers College, Columbia 

University, began a full-fledged education program for school administrators.  Yet, it 
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was not until the 1930’s that individual states began to require specialized 

credentials for administrators (Tyack & Hansot, 1982).  Educators such as Ellwood 

Cubberley, Frank Spaulding, and George Strayer were instrumental in defining the 

role of educational administration and made education their lifelong occupation.  

They believed that educational administrators should have professional “training, 

planning, specialization, and identification with a cohort of peers” in order to 

professionalize their work (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p. 118).  Furthermore, they felt 

that should the country need more knowledge that it was the “duty of the institutions 

of higher learning to develop that knowledge” (Sears & Henderson, 1957, p. 62).  

Cubberley was noted as stating in 1907 that a career in educational leadership 

would bring out the best in noble men who had “red blood in their veins” (Tyack & 

Hansot, 1980, p. 306). 

 George Strayer noted in 1930 that “significant progress in the administration 

of city school systems during the past twenty-five years is due primarily to two 

causes.  First, the application of the scientific method to the problems of 

administration, and, second, the professional training of school executives” (Tyack & 

Hansot, 1982, pp. 152-153).  It was the dedicated lifelong work of men like 

Cubberley, Spaulding, and Strayer who are credited with creating the specialty of 

educational administration (Bledstein, 1976).  Jesse Newlon wrote in 1934 that 

superintendents “needed to study educational philosophy, curriculum theory, social 

sciences, and educational policy” to achieve stature as educational leaders (Newlon, 

1934, p. 93).  Of these attributes, the social sciences quality was addressed by 
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Raymond Callahan in The Superintendent of Schools: An Historical Analysis (1964).  

While examining the effects of the role of applied social scientist, he warned that 

“superintendents could become high-level technicians, expert at keeping their 

organization going but not equipped to see or understand where they are going” 

(Callahan, 1964, p. 227).  The rise of the superintendency as a discrete and 

specialized profession continued, and by the 1950’s the levels of academic 

preparation and professional training of administrators had advanced tremendously.  

This trend was further strengthened by the development of more rigorous state 

requirements for certification. 

 In the years following World War II, the number and demographic background 

of students changed who were seeking a graduate degree in educational 

administration during each successive decade.  Farquhar (1977) created a “typical 

student portraits” profile for the years 1954, 1964, and 1974.  He found that in the 

1950’s, the typical student was a white male in his mid 30’s seeking a master’s 

degree.  In the 1960’s, the typical student was a white male in his early 30’s seeking 

either a doctorate or post-master’s work to obtain a superintendent’s license (e.g., 

an Ed.S. degree).  By 1974, the norm remained a white male in his early 30’s; 

however, about one in three was a member of a racial minority.  Murphy (1992) 

found that by 1980 there were more dramatic changes in the modal student.  He 

found that the typical or most common student who was seeking a graduate degree 

in educational administration was a female that was a full-time teacher and part-time 

student (as cited in Kowalski, 1995). 
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Recruiting, Hiring, and Retaining Superintendents 

 Recruiting, hiring, and retaining superintendents is a daunting task in any size 

school district.  Sharp, Malone, and Walter (2002) addressed the presumed crisis of 

finding and recruiting qualified superintendents by stating that “in a time of crisis 

when the applicant pool is low and the quality of the candidates is questionable, 

there is little in the literature that can be used as positive features to attract 

candidates” (p. 1).  They went on to state that “superintendents are expected to work 

actively to transform, restructure, and redefine schools, yet they hold an 

organizational position that is historically and traditionally committed to resisting 

change and maintaining stability” (p. 2).  These statements were similarly echoed by 

Jackson and Cibulka (1992).  They observed early on that the “demands for greater 

accountability and power are not new” and argued that “a new activism by business 

leaders” had prompted further pressure for quality schooling and superintendent 

accountability (p. 84).  With these pressures placed on LEAs to find, recruit, and hire 

quality superintendents to lead districts to academic proficiency, the task becomes 

harder still.  Unable to find a suitable candidate for the position, many LEAs have 

chosen to appoint interim superintendents as the search process continues 

(Fusarelli & Jackson, 2004).  Research in this area showed that locating an effective 

superintendent can be a difficult and complicated process. 

 In response to this issue, Cooper, Fusarelli, and Carella (2000), using the 

Superintendents’ Professional Expectations and Advancement Review (SPEAR) 

assessment to survey a random sample of superintendents nationwide, found that a 
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variety of factors inhibit the mobility of school system superintendents, including a 

segmented job market, educational inequities, and non-portable pension plans.  

These factors keep LEAs from being able to easily recruit current superintendents 

and administrators from other states. 

 However, research also suggests a variety of steps can be taken to make the 

recruitment, hiring, and retention of superintendents an easier process (Cooper, 

Fusarelli, & Carella, 2000).  The researchers suggest that, among other reforms, the 

role of the superintendent should be clearly delineated in order for the school system 

to be supportive of its leaders.  The superintendents surveyed also noted that 

women and minorities needed more opportunities to enter the profession, citing the 

fact that only 12 percent of public school superintendents nationwide are women.  

These are timely suggestions, given the fact that the SPEAR survey instrument 

administered in this study also indicated that current superintendents were 

concerned about finding the next generation of capable, talented superintendents.  

Usdan and Cronin (2003) stated that there is a “pressing need to recruit and select 

cohorts of outstanding leaders who must have superb substantive know-how as well 

as consummate people skills to be able to exercise the requisite sophisticated 

collaborative leadership necessary to handle the multiple dimensions of school 

leadership” (p. 18).  Furthermore, we have to “cast the widest possible net to attract 

such talent from the ranks of both educators and non-educators” (p. 18). 

 Additionally, Fusarelli and Jackson (2004) noted five steps that school boards 

could take to increase the number of top school leaders employed in the profession.  
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They suggest that local school boards: 1) seek candidates who meet their school 

district’s specific needs, 2) attempt to identify and train local leaders for the 

positions, 3) change the role of the superintendent to reduce the increasing 

complexity of the position, 4) improve superintendent renumeration, and 5) 

recognize and honor superintendents who have demonstrated excellence in their 

field.  The authors propose that these steps would make the superintendent position 

more attractive to intelligent, capable, educational leaders. 

 Retaining high quality superintendents is another issue that LEAs must 

address.  According to Kowalski (1995), the limited tenure of superintendents is 

usually blamed on several factors from “those concerned solely with their own 

careers” to “failure to make a commitment to their employer” (p. 42).  Others place 

the blame on “social conditions, crime, violence, and poverty” as the reasons that 

students are not academically succeeding in public schools (p. 42).  Still others say 

the school boards are to blame.  Usdan and Cronin (2003) stated that “a 

superintendent’s success in an urban district (or in any school system for that 

matter) will be largely contingent upon maintaining a close working relationship and 

mutual trust with the employing board of education” (p. 3).  Ornstein (1992) found 

that larger school district superintendents “either clash with school boards, especially 

as original supporters are replaced with new members, or the grass seems greener 

elsewhere and they get the urge to move on” (p. 157).  Jackson and Cibulka (1992) 

reported that the accelerating turnover of superintendents had taken a shift from 

racial equity to concerns for overall educational quality.  This had created an 
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“inability to manage growing demands for excellence, resulting in leadership turnover 

and problems of superintendent recruitment” (p. 84).  Rist (1990) attributed the rapid 

turnover of superintendents to “heightened racial and ethnic-group politics and 

increasingly rocky board-superintendent relations” (p. 12).  Whichever the case may 

be, LEA’s should be more concerned with the academic achievement of the students 

and the pursuit of school improvement rather than replacing the superintendent 

every few years and presenting an “illusion of change” to the constituents of the LEA 

(Kowalski, 1995, p. 42). 

The Non-traditional Superintendent 

 Many school districts have chosen to solve the perceived crisis in the 

superintendency by recruiting and hiring superintendents whose backgrounds may 

be in business, politics, or in the military.  The hiring of former corporate lawyers, 

military, and political leaders is based upon the assumption that in order to run a 

large urban school system one must possess a particular skill set that is not unique 

to education.  Usdan and Cronin (2003) stated that the “set of financial, 

organizational, and management skills and political experience that traditional 

educators often lack” are some of the assumptions that lead to these hirings (p. 14).  

They go on to add that “traits required to run large, complex organizations are 

somewhat presumably generic and leadership success in other sectors can be 

transferred into the urban superintendency” (p. 14).  Others do not agree with this 

judgment and believe that “successful experience and a leadership background in 

the core mission areas of teaching and learning are the essential prerequisites for 
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top-level school executives” (p. 14).  Is the preparation of educators to become 

urban school district superintendents viewed as a problem?  A number of individuals 

close to the position think that the answer is yes (Kowalski, 1995). 

 According to Bonnie Fusarelli (2005), recent attempts to improve student 

academic performance have led to amendments of state licensure requirements for 

superintendents.  In fact, in states like Tennessee, “superintendents need only 

citizenship and a college degree in any field of study” (Kowalski & Glass, 2002, as 

cited in Fusarelli, 2005, pp. 117-118). 

 Beginning with David Hornbeck in the Philadelphia Public Schools in 1994, 

John Stanford in Seattle in 1995, and Paul Vallas in Chicago in 1995, the 

appointment of non-traditional superintendents has become somewhat of a trend 

among large urban school systems, prompting a cover story on “The Outsiders” in 

the June 2001 issue of The American School Board Journal.  This article addressed 

the changing priorities of school systems and their new, non-traditional leaders as 

school boards are being pressured to produce tougher standards, higher test scores, 

and greater accountability.  With this in mind, school boards are searching for 

business, government, law, and military leaders who can produce an upgrade to 

academic performance while taming the school bureaucracy.  While these 

aforementioned leaders are still the exception, other urban districts are staying with 

trained educators, while still others have returned to more conventional trained 

educators after experimenting with the non-traditional leaders.  The Washington, 

D.C. and Baltimore systems replaced an Army general and a fiscal expert, 
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respectively, with professional educators who have more experience with directing 

and supervising teachers and administrators.  In June of 2007, The Washington, 

D.C. Public Schools replaced their professional educator with another non-traditional 

leader by appointing Michelle Rhee as Chancellor.  The tasks of finding qualified 

candidates for one of society’s most difficult management challenges remains an 

arduous task for all school boards.  The article concludes by saying that by widening 

the talent pool, school boards can explore the possibilities of finding creative leaders 

that are needed to transform urban school districts. 

 As student achievement on EOG and EOC exams lags, some educational 

policymakers have become suspicious of the value of traditional superintendent 

educational preparation.  These policymakers have suggested that professionals 

who possess corporate or military leadership experience may also be fit to serve as 

school system administrators (Tucker, 2003).  This issue has sparked controversy 

among some educators, who view this approach as an attack on traditional 

educational administration and on its knowledge base (Donmoyer et.al., 1995). 

 In her 2005 article, “When Generals (Or Colonels) Become Superintendents,” 

Bonnie Fusarelli conducted a case study of a non-traditional school system 

superintendent.  In her case study, she chronicled the non-traditional 

superintendent’s failure to unite opposing groups, his failure to accurately “read” the 

community and the educators within it, and his resistance to surrounding himself 

with the expert advice of career educators.  These weaknesses prevented this non-

traditional leader from becoming an effective superintendent. 
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 Additionally, in “Changing Times, Changing Relationships,” Fusarelli and 

Petersen (2002) discussed the increasing number of non-traditional school system 

superintendents currently employed in American school systems.  The two authors 

also proposed further research in the area of school superintendent-school board 

relations.  The authors suggested that research needs to be conducted in order to 

discover how the changing educational backgrounds of school superintendents will 

affect their relationships with community school boards. 

 The question remains, does the appointment of non-traditional 

superintendents improve student achievement?  Bonnie Fusarelli (2005) noted that 

many school districts viewed non-traditional superintendents as a type of maverick 

savior for a troubled school system, but does the research show that these leaders 

truly possess the characteristics of effective school system superintendents?  Usdan 

and Cronin (2003) stated that “the long range significance of these handful of 

appointments is that they reflect some new departures in rethinking the urban 

superintendency, one of the nation’s most demanding, least understood, and 

important public leadership positions” (p. 15).  However, what is meant by “long 

range” and will these superintendents be afforded the necessary time to have an 

influence on student achievement before they are replaced?  Furthermore, do they 

possess the skills necessary to guide student achievement, or, will their lack of 

knowledge about school operations and teaching further decrease student 

achievement? 



 
 
     

26 

Urban School Leadership 

 Urban school leaders are faced with many of the same issues and problems 

that all superintendents in general face.  These issues include national reform 

efforts, federal NCLB requirements, state and local performance initiatives, meeting 

the needs of parent, teacher, and community stakeholders, as well as managing 

finances and relationships with local school boards.  However, in addition to these 

responsibilities, the leaders of large urban school districts face additional challenges.  

In his 2007 article, “Preparing Non-Educators for the Superintendency” Tim Quinn 

posited that preparing leaders for urban school systems requires “CEO-level skills in 

educational leadership, finance, management, operations and organizational 

systems” (p. 23).  Large urban school districts tend to be incredibly complex 

organizations, given the infrastructure required to provide services to large numbers 

of students from extremely diverse backgrounds.  For example, the New York City 

Department of Education has an annual operating budget of nearly $13 billion, and 

can be compared to Fortune 500 companies such as Continental Airlines and Sun 

Microsystems.  Moreover, urban school districts are often struggling to repair and 

maintain an extensive network of old and decaying buildings with limited capital 

funding resources.  While the largest urban school districts comprise no more than 

one percent of all school districts in the country, they serve close to 25 percent of the 

nation’s children, of whom approximately 60 percent live in poverty and 70 percent 

belong to minority groups.  This urban student population has historically 

experienced low student achievement and high dropout rates.  Quinn (2007) further 
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stated that leaders of large urban school districts must successfully address 

significant income achievement gaps and ethnic achievement gaps, “within a highly 

political, racially sensitive, media-intensive, highly unionized and highly regulated 

public environment” (p. 24). 

Effective Superintendents 

 There is substantial research on the characteristics and behaviors shared by 

effective superintendents.  The possession of specific knowledge, organizational 

support, and brokering of power are all seen as attributes of effective educational 

leaders.  Kowalski (1995) stated that “the top executive in a large organization is 

typically expected to possess knowledge and skills that are greater than those 

possessed by his or her subordinates” (p. 65).  He went on to qualify this statement 

by saying that “this individual is granted a great deal of power and authority and 

access to information not readily available to others” (p. 65).  Morris (1979) found in 

his research that superintendents often relied on their own internal organizational 

support as compared to top executives in other organizations.  Their contact 

networks were oriented towards the interaction with subordinates (as cited in 

Kowalski, 1995).  These interactions or information sharing were seen as structured 

ways of dealing with a hectic job as well as with a variety of tasks.  Sharp, Malone, 

and Walter (2002) added that the “philosophy of involving personnel in the decision-

making at the level most affected by the decision seems critical” and “represents a 

significant shift from the brokering of power to the sharing of power with the 
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constituencies” citing that “shared governance is one of the primary mainstays of 

educational reform” (pp. 7-8). 

 Cuban (1976) noted that three distinctive yet separate conceptions could be 

found in the writings and speeches of early superintendents.  These concepts that 

reappeared from 1871 to approximately 1950 were: “a) Teacher-Scholar (curriculum, 

instruction, supervision), b) Administrative Chief (management, finance, district 

organization), and c) Negotiator-Statesman (school boards, community, federal and 

state relations)” (p. 124).  Cuban utilized this framework and studied three urban 

superintendents who had been in the office during the 1960’s.  He concluded that 

parts of all three of these models were found in each of these superintendents; yet, 

the extent to which each model was present was both dynamic and uneven.  Cuban 

stated that “not completely helpless, urban superintendents adopted diverse 

philosophies to help them cope with an unpredictable environment; some 

conceptions proved more durable than others at certain times, but none 

disappeared, for they were inherent to the nature of the job” (p. 139).  His analysis 

and observations that these individuals were capable of relating with each of these 

concepts were similar to other researchers who studied superintendents.  Burroughs 

(1974) and Tyack (1972) both noted a tendency for the top executives in large 

school districts to be “rather pragmatic.”  They noted that these administrators were 

able to make adaptations in both their behavior and time commitments when 

organizational and community conditions indicated that such changes were either 

advantageous or necessary (as cited in Kowalski, 1995, p. 25). 
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 As Cuban (1998) noted, superintendents constantly asked themselves “am I 

primarily a manager, politician, or instructional leader?”  He went on to say that 

superintendents “wrestle with silently” the “conflicting demands of these roles” (p. 

53).  As instructional leaders, they bear the ultimate responsibility “to lead teachers 

and principals in aligning the curriculum, raising academic standards, and producing 

better test results” (p. 53).  As managerial leaders, they have to keep their 

“organization working smoothly and efficiently towards their goals” while “reducing 

conflict, seeking changes, and taking risks” (p. 53).  As political leaders, 

“superintendents were (and are) expected to use their technical and organizational 

skills in implementing what others – school boards, governors, state legislatures, 

and the U.S. Congress – decide” in order to “improve the districts image, implement 

a desired program, or secure new resources” (p. 43).  Susan Moore Johnson (1996) 

also found the same three themes common in her study of superintendents as did 

Nestor-Baker and Hoy (2001).  Nestor-Baker and Hoy’s (2001) study found that 

superintendents spent an “extensive amount of time” contemplating the 

interpersonal dimensions of their political and managerial roles and time, with 

“individual board members and the board as a whole” (p. 101). 

 Paul Vallas, a non-traditional superintendent in both the Chicago and 

Philadelphia school systems, attributed his success to the fact that he “immediately 

defined his vision for education, outlined a five year plan for a balanced budget, and 

started talking with the district’s unions” (Schaarsmith & Grant, 2005).  His 
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successful approach can be related to the Cuban model in the areas of Teacher-

Scholar, Administrative Chief, and Negotiator-Statesman. 

 Similarly, Petersen’s (1999) survey of five California superintendents revealed 

that superintendents perceived four characteristics that were essential to the ability 

to be an effective superintendent: (1) possession and articulation of an instructional 

vision, (2) the creation of an organizational structure that supports their instructional 

vision and leadership, (3) assessment and evaluation of personnel and instructional 

programs, and (4) organizational adaptation. 

 However, the results of both of these studies were narrow in scope.  Vallas’ 

statements were based entirely in his own personal experience, while Petersen only 

surveyed superintendents from five California school districts.  While both of these 

studies laid the groundwork for further research, more research is needed in this 

area, particularly regarding the characteristics of successful non-traditional 

superintendents. 

 Kowalski (1995) asserted that as many as fifty facets of superintendents’ 

behaviors have been explored by researchers and that they can be reduced to two 

broad categories.  These categories are situational variables (those relating to 

context) and personal variables (those relating to the administrator).  He referred to 

a superintendent’s ability to make a number of decisions based on the day-to-day 

operations of the organization.  Making the appropriate situational decision from a 

professional knowledge base will more likely be successful than decisions made by 

those who lack these qualities. 
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 Finally, the work of Young (2005) provided some interesting perspectives on 

the characteristics of effective school system superintendents.  Young posited that 

effective educational leadership must include traditional characteristics of leadership 

as well as those related to student learning.  Young stated that effective school 

superintendents must be “leader(s) of learning and instruction” (p. 158), which 

requires them to have a working knowledge of curriculum design, student learning, 

and instructional supervision. 

 Young also noted that superintendents benefit from having successful 

experience in school leadership and in education.  Citing Glass (2004), Young 

asserted that “successful experience as a school leader increases the likelihood that 

an aspiring superintendent will come to his or her preparation program with core 

knowledge about leadership as well as leadership experience” (p. 159).  Young’s 

research strongly suggested that superintendents need educational knowledge and 

leadership experiences in order to become effective school system leaders. 

Race 

 An exploration of the issue of finding qualified, effective superintendents 

would not be complete without an investigation of the characteristics of 

superintendents in general.  Racial equity throughout the superintendency has been 

a subject of much conversation.  Farquhar (1977) found that the typical student 

portrait of people entering into a graduate degree program in educational 

administration during the 1950’s, 1960’s, and the 1970’s was typically white and 

male.  It was not until 1974 that the racial make-up of this group changed to one in 
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three coming from a racial minority (as cited in Kowalski, 1995).  Kowalski (1995) 

echoed these findings in stating that “forty or fifty years ago, urban superintendents 

constituted a homogeneous group.  Virtually all were white males, and most were 

raised in small towns” (p. 13).  However, “today African Americans and Hispanics 

occupy over 50 percent of the superintendencies in the Council of the Great City 

Schools” (p. 13).  Gewertz (2006) reported that the 2000 study by the American 

Association of School Administrators of the nation’s 14,000-odd district 

superintendents yielded 5 percent of the superintendents coming from a racial or 

ethnic minority.  A study by Jackson and Shakeshaft (2003) indicated that educators 

of African descent represent 2 percent of the superintendents nationwide, yet the 

candidate pool of African-American educators constitutes 14 percent of the total 

teachers in the United States.  Sharp, Malone, and Walter (2002) stated that the 

problem to fill superintendencies with minorities is “complicated by the shortage of 

minority and female candidates” (p. 2).  Is there a shortage of minority and ethnic 

superintendents in the field, or are there other circumstances to be answered? 

 Jackson and Shakeshaft (2003) contended that there are other reasons why 

minorities face an uphill climb in reaching the superintendency.  They stated that, 

“White educators and school board members are complicit in the reproduction of 

white privilege in the selection of superintendents.  While there is ample evidence 

that people hire people of similar values and backgrounds, skin color trumps all 

other characteristics including social class and amount of education” (p. 5).  Kivel 

(1996) addresses the distinction between privilege and benefit by stating, “privileges 
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are the economic extras that those of us who are middle class and wealthy gain at 

the expense of poor working class people of all races.  Benefits, on the other hand, 

are the advantages that all white people gain at the expense of people of color 

regardless of economic position” (p. 28). 

 Other issues of power brokering and negative assumptions are also at the 

pinnacle of discussion.  Gewertz (2006) stated that current and former 

superintendents had stated in interviews that they had grappled with negative 

assumptions and having to constantly prove that they were capable made an 

already difficulty job that much harder.  Rist (1990) stated that “African-American 

superintendents often believe their authority is questioned by the white power 

structure in the community and that many believe minority candidates do not attain 

superintendencies until the district has deep-seated, nearly intractable problems” (p. 

13).  Yet others like Hess stated that a black superintendent’s race might well 

provide an advantage when building connections to a district’s racial and ethnic 

minorities (as cited in Gewertz, 2006). 

 In conclusion, there are racial and ethnic minorities in the pipeline who are or 

will be eligible to become superintendents.  Yet Jackson and Shakeshaft (2003) 

contended that they are not being pursued, recruited, or promoted as vigorously as 

their white counterparts.  They contended that there is a “log jam” in the pipeline and 

that white candidates can exit the pipeline and entertain positions in both white and 

minority districts while African-American candidates are only considered for positions 

in minority districts (p. 2).  Scott (1990) suggested that these administrators might be 
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the last hope for thousands of African-American students who want to receive an 

equal educational opportunity.  He stated that, “It is hoped that the integration of 

Black consciousness by Black superintendents will save Black communities from the 

repugnant circumstances of replacing ineffective, predominately White 

bureaucracies with Black controlled bureaucracies of the same disposition” (p. 172).  

The question of racial equity in regards to representation, privilege, and 

qualifications will continue to be discussed until there are larger numbers of racial 

and ethnic minority superintendents holding the position. 

Gender 

 Gender issues have come to the forefront of debate when considering 

candidates for the superintendency.  In 1909, Ella Flagg Young became the first 

female superintendent in Chicago.  Upon her acceptance to the position, Ms. Young 

stated, “Women are destined to rule the schools of every city.  In the near future, we 

will have more women than men in executive charge of the vast educational system.  

It is a woman’s natural field, and she is no longer satisfied to do the greatest part of 

the work and yet be denied leadership.  It is my aim to prove that no mistake has 

been made and show critics and friends alike that a woman is better qualified for this 

work than a man” (Ryder, 1994).  Although there are a substantially higher number 

of women in the teaching profession, the number of female superintendents remains 

low.  Jackson and Shakeshaft (2003) reported that while women make up 72 

percent of the teachers in the United States, they only represent 13 percent of the 
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superintendents.  Gewertz (2006) reported that “a forthcoming book on women 

superintendents reports that they now make up 18 percent of the pool.” 

 Kowalski (1995) reported that both women and minorities have fared better in 

obtaining superintendencies in the nation’s larger school districts.  He cited the 

Council of the Great City Schools (1986) and Casserly’s (1992) reports for 1986 and 

1991 that showed women and minorities had a greater presence in the larger school 

districts than in public schools in general.  In fact, twenty-one of the sixty-six (31.8 

percent) educational leaders whose districts are members of the Council of the 

Great city Schools were found to be female.  In addition, thirty-four of the same sixty-

six (51.5 percent) school leaders were minorities.  Kowalski (1995) cited data from 

national surveys that consistently show greater numbers of women and minorities 

enrolled in school administration programs in the last four to five decades. 

 Ortiz and Marshall (1988) addressed the history of the formative years of 

education.  They stated that the history “uncovers the processes and the meaning of 

the development of a social system in which men secured and continue to retain 

power structures, women’s roles are undermined, and administration is separated 

from teaching” (p. 125).  They went on to state how much “municipal reform and 

admiration for the corporate executive model helped to establish administration as 

the more valuable, powerful, and responsible of the two mutually dependent 

professions” (p. 125). 

 Other obstacles have been noted in keeping women from obtaining 

educational administration positions.  One of the greatest obstacles cited is mobility.  
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Edson (1988) conducted a study of 1,300 Illinois female educators who held 

administrative certificates and were not employed as administrators and found that 

78 percent were unwilling to relocate in order to obtain an administrative position (as 

cited in Ryder, 1994).  Reasons cited for the unwillingness to move were local 

relationships within the community and home ownership.  Marion Bolden, 

superintendent of the Newark, New Jersey schools, did not have to move to obtain 

her superintendency.  However, she stated that she was offered $10,000 less in her 

initial contract than the compensation being advertised.  She felt that the difference 

was due to gender bias, and from doubts about whether a longtime local educator 

could run the district (Gewertz, 2006).  Conversely, Pat Harvey, who led the St. Paul, 

Minnesota, schools from 1999 to 2005, stated that she “wouldn’t say race and 

gender don’t matter in any superintendency, but she found them largely irrelevant in 

hers” (Gewertz, 2006). 

 Brunner (2000) reported that educational systems that employ professional 

search firms hired more women to run their system than men.  In contrast, she also 

reported that local school boards tend to hire more men.  Kowalski (1995) noted that 

even though women are still underrepresented in the superintendency, they are 

more represented in the largest districts (approximately 15 percent to 20 percent) 

more than in all types of school districts.  The continued graduation and certification 

of women in educational administration as well as the continued success of women 

in key administrative positions will certainly provide further opportunities for women 
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in obtaining superintendent positions.  However, gender bias will continue to be a 

debate both in the public schools as well as in the private business sector. 

Communication Skills 

 Communication skills constitute another important attribute of an effective 

superintendent.  However, what are communication skills and how are they defined?  

Yukl (2002) stated that “a skill refers to the ability to do something in an effective 

manner” (p. 176).  McCroskey (1982) went further and defined communication skills 

as “the ability of an individual to perform appropriate communicative behavior in a 

given situation” (p. 3). 

 During the initial conceptualization of superintendents from 1865 to 1910, the 

superintendent had three basic communication responsibilities.  As Gilland (1935) 

noted, these responsibilities were: (1) to give advice to the school board, (2) to 

complete required written reports, and (3) to communicate directions to teachers and 

pupils.  The superintendent was viewed during this time period as the “teacher of 

teachers” (Spring, 1990, p. 141).  The majority of their communicative tasks came in 

the form of summary reports, resource requests, evaluation information, and 

directives to teachers. 

 From 1920 until 1940 the superintendent was viewed as a “manager” 

(Kowalski, 2005, p. 103).  During this time period, the superintendents exhibited 

authoritative, impersonal, and a task-oriented set of values and beliefs that 

Schneider (1994) described as a “control core culture” (as cited in Kowalski, 2005, p. 
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103).  Hanson (2003) stated that within this organizational context, communication 

was simply viewed as the “transmission of information” (p. 219). 

 After World War II, the superintendent was viewed as a “statesman” 

(Kowalski, 2005, p. 104).  Melby (1955) urged administrators to “release the creative 

capacities of individuals” and “mobilize the educational resources of communities” 

(p. 255).  Although communication was not specifically cited, the differences 

between the authoritative management styles of administrators and the political 

dispositions of statesmanship were apparent (Kowalski, 2005).  One of the 

superintendents in Kowalski’s (1995) reference group stated that “you obviously 

have to have some verbal and analytical skills-and then you put the whole political 

thing on top of that.  It’s a daunting task!” (p. 97). 

 In regard to the training and qualifications of superintendents, national 

standards documents allude to “communication competence”, however; there is little 

or no foundation or elaboration of this concept (Kowalski, 2005, p. 101).  The 

Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) addressed communication 

in two standards.  These standards applied to all licensed administrative positions 

including superintendents and provided them with principles in the effective 

administration of their duties.  Standard 1 reads: 

 A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of 

 all students by facilitating the development, articulation, implementation, and 

 stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared and supported by the school 

 community (Council of Chief State School Officers, 1996, p. 10) 
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Within this standard are 15 performance indicators with only two addressing 

leadership communication skills.  The first of these states that “the vision and 

mission of the school are effectively communicated to staff, parents, students, and 

community members” (p. 11).  The second indicator specifies that “progress toward 

the vision and mission is communicated to all stakeholders” (p. 11).  Likewise, 

Standard 4 of the ISLLC standards addressed communication in stating that: 

 A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of 

 all students by collaborating with families and community members, 

 responding to diverse community interests and needs, and mobilizing 

 community resources (Council of Chief State School Officers, 1996, p. 16) 

This standard addressed the terms “collaboration” and “communication with families” 

in the disposition description; however, they are not addressed in the performance or 

knowledge criteria. 

 It is clear that there should be more emphasis placed on the development of 

the communication skill sets of all educational leaders in their “professional 

preparation”.  Additionally, the language and deficits of the aforementioned 

standards need to be “addressed directly” (Kowalski, 2005, p. 112).  Kowalski goes 

on to state that school administrators and communication scholars can address 

these definitional problems if they would collaborate.  Being able to perform the 

tasks of a school superintendent can only be strengthened by communication skills 

that allow for the performance of duties in an effective manner and in any given 

situation.  Kowalski (2005) stated that “superficial treatment of communication in 
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school administration constitutes an impediment to necessary improvements in 

school culture” (p. 102). 

Instructional Leadership 

 In the high stakes game of educational testing and reform, superintendents 

are faced with federal, state, and local initiatives to increase student performance.  

As the chief officer of their LEA, superintendents are challenged with operational, 

management, and instructional issues on a daily basis.  Balancing these concerns 

while insuring that their students perform well on all mandated tests while the district 

achieves NCLB statutes can be an overwhelming task.  In his book, Keepers of the 

Flame, Kowalski (1995) stated that his reference group provided a portrait of 

themselves that indicated “the work is (a) extremely demanding and (b) more 

frequently and directly political than pedagogical” (p. 95). 

 Acknowledging that superintendents wear many hats while running their 

systems, Kowalski (1995) addressed the superintendents’ self-perceptions and how 

they are affected by the ideal roles.  It is in this context that he stated 

“superintendents are prone to talk about themselves as instructional leaders and 

relate to teachers as their professional peers” (p. 91).  He further stated that it is not 

uncommon to hear the comment, “Ideally, I would like to be the instructional leader 

of the school system, but reality dictates that I manage and put out fires” (p. 91).  

Lashway (2002) echoed these sentiments and stated that “superintendents should 

put instruction at the top of the district’s agenda” and “while the managerial and 

political dimensions of the job will not go away, those roles should be aligned with 
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the overriding goal of continuous instructional improvement” (p. 5).  Spring (1990) 

noted that during the initial conceptualization of the superintendent, as “teacher of 

teachers,” the main reason for appointing a superintendent was to “have a person 

work full time as supervising classroom instruction and assuring uniformity of 

curriculum” (p. 141).  It is within this paradigm that many scholars believe that the 

essential job of the district superintendent should be instructional supervision. 

 The question of being an instructional leader or manager resurfaces within 

the larger urban districts.  Are these superintendents expected to be instructional 

leaders, are they expected to be managers, or both?  Kowalski’s (1995) reference 

group indicated that they did not feel any “mounting expectations for them to devote 

more of their efforts to being instructional leaders;” they expressed a belief that their 

jobs involved “more management and political activity than in past decades;” and 

that they felt these demands were more prevalent in “urban districts than in other 

demographic settings” (p. 92). 

 It is imperative in today’s high stakes game of educational testing and reform 

that we look to our colleges and universities for assistance in the preparation of the 

next generation of superintendents as well as stability in the superintendent position 

in leading our school systems.  Lashway (2002) stated that the universities should 

“revise preparation programs to provide district leaders with the knowledge and skills 

needed to create well-focused learning organizations” (p. 5).  He went on to add that 

superintendents need a “thorough grounding in the complexities of today’s 

instructional leadership” and that “a few courses in curriculum and supervision will no 
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longer do the job” (p. 5).  Kowalski (1995) spoke to the futility of trying to restructure 

schools without leadership stability and states, “the brief window of opportunity 

accorded superintendents has done nothing to move them toward the role of 

instructional leader” (p. 42).  The non-traditional superintendent from the ranks of 

corporate CEO status may not be able to fulfill this agenda without assistance from 

professional educators trained in the areas of pedagogical and curriculum studies. 

Management Skills 

 After the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983, which addressed the “lack of 

academic rigor and adequacy in an increasingly technological and competitive 

international economy,” there began to be an extraordinary involvement in education 

by business and political leaders (Usdan & Cronin, 2003, p. 6).  Several summits 

were held by both politicians and business leaders which gained momentum for new 

“standards-based education reform” that included a rethinking of the internal 

operations of the superintendent’s office and position (Usdan & Cronin, 2003, p. 7). 

 Many politicians and business leaders thought that the rebuilding of the urban 

cities’ infrastructure would not be complete without “revolutionary change” to “reform 

intransigent school bureaucracies that for years had resisted meaningful change” 

(Usdan & Cronin, 2003, p. 7).  Usdan and Cronin went on to state that the 

“discontent with the status quo” mainly on the part of “practioners of the new politics 

of education” resulted in new leadership models within the school systems (p. 8).  

Individuals were sought after that had displayed “management and leadership skills 

in the military, politics, business, and the law” (p. 8).  This emphasis resulted in the 
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hiring of non-educators that exhibited a successful track record of management skills 

designed to improve the face of the school systems as they had previously 

accomplished in other fields.  Tucker (2003) asserted that “corporate or military 

leadership skills are appropriate and transferable to the public school system” (as 

cited in Fusarelli, 2005, p. 119).  The involvement of Mayors and the hiring of these 

non-educators as school superintendents was the beginning of the new face of 

educational administration. 

 From the onset, the non-educator school superintendent has faced many new 

problems that were not experienced in previous positions.  Arriving to the rank of 

school superintendent with a financial, managerial, corporate, military, or law 

background has not been clearly advantageous.  In Bonnie Fusarelli’s case of the 

non-traditional school superintendent who failed to unite opposing groups, accurately 

“read” the community and the educators within it, and his resistance to surrounding 

himself with the expert advice of career educators proved to be weaknesses that 

prevented him from becoming an effective superintendent (Fusarelli, 2005).  Yet, in 

large urban districts the “multi-dimensional facets of the superintendency are being 

reconfigured” (Usdan & Cronin, 2003, p. 16).  A growing number of urban districts 

are beginning to restructure the superintendent’s responsibilities into “distributive 

leadership” pieces so that “chief operating officers” and “chief education officers” can 

more precisely perform their assignments (Usdan & Cronin, 2003, p. 17). 

 Across the country education reform is at the forefront of discussion.  Is there 

a need for all school districts to rethink the school superintendent’s position?  Does 
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there need to be a non-educator running school districts?  Superintendents deal with 

a mixed bag of situations on a daily basis.  Kowalski (1995) stated that 

superintendents’ issues range from those who are “immersed in financial difficulties” 

to others who find most of their day is involved in “managing declining enrollments” 

while others are “preoccupied with mediating labor disputes” (p. 90).  Truly the 

superintendent’s position is filled with many administrative and business decisions 

that keep them occupied with the global management of the system on a daily basis.  

These activities, in turn, keep them further distanced from the schools, principals, 

teachers, and students that they serve.  This is very much akin to the manager 

concept that was prevalent between 1920 and 1940. 

 Superintendents’ management skills vary from person to person.  Kowalski 

(1995) asked the question, “Does time allocation adequately explain the difficulties of 

the position?”  He went on to answer, “probably not, because superintendents do not 

face the same set of problems across school districts” (p. 90).  The answer to the 

question of, “does there need to be a non-educator running all the nation’s school 

districts?” is most likely answered here by Kowalski in the heterogeneity of school 

systems.  In other words, school system problems vary from system to system.  

Having a fiscal manger to operate a system that has declining enrollments, low test 

scores, and no fiscal deficiencies may not be the answer.  Similarly, having a military 

commander to preside over a system with fiscal problems and no organizational or 

personnel problems may not yield positive results. 
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Personality Traits 

 Today’s superintendent is at the forefront of their system as a spokesperson 

and model for the LEA.  School boards are very careful in choosing a candidate with 

the necessary credentials and who has a personality that is conducive to leading 

their system.  Kowalski (1995) states that “personality is often considered a key 

factor in leadership selection” (p. 11).  As Getzels and Guba (1957) stated, “it has 

long been recognized that leadership behavior is an inconstant mix of specific task 

requirements, role expectations, and personality” (as cited in Kowalski, 1995, p. 11).  

So, are personality traits important when choosing a superintendent?  Does it matter 

if the superintendent has an introverted or extroverted personality? 

 Leadership studies have shown that the leaders of urban school systems 

have role expectations that continuously place them in public view.  Kowalski (1995) 

made the assertion that “it would seem that introverted individuals would have 

difficulty dealing with the exposure that is inherent in the job” (p. 12).  With certain 

emphasis being placed on the superintendent’s personality, it would seem that 

school boards are not looking for a shy, reclusive, or withdrawn person to lead their 

system.  As Lipham (1988) observed, “the proportion of role and personality factors 

determining behavior vary with the specific act, role, and personality involved” (p. 

174). 

 The personalities of today’s superintendents are highly diverse.  As Kowalski 

(1995) observed, “they represent a spectrum of political views, but most see 

themselves as being in the middle of the road” (p. 13).  “Most are oriented toward 
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completing the tasks of their job, and more confess to being extroverted than 

introverted” (p. 13).  This trait would appear to be viewed well by school boards and 

stakeholders at large since the superintendent’s external commitments are vast.  As 

cited by Kowalski’s (1995) reference group, superintendents felt that their positions 

were “more interactive and collegial rather than isolated and independent” (p. 98). 

Task Orientation 

 Another important characteristic of effective superintendents is their ability to 

be task oriented.  Studies by Fielder and Chemers (1974) showed that 

superintendents usually fall along a continuum from relationship motivated to task 

oriented.  They contended that within each individual, there exists a “dominant trait 

and a secondary trait” (as cited in Kowalski, 1995, p. 12).  However, many of the 

candidates that were studied were found to have more “central tendencies”; that is 

there is “less distance between their primary and secondary orientations” (as cited in 

Kowalski, 1995, p. 12). 

 Orientations aside, the work day of a superintendent is multi-faceted and 

requires a proficient person to handle all the challenges during the day.  Many 

variables often dictate the manner in which a superintendent reacts in responding to 

a difficult schedule.  Kowalski (1995) pointed out that the “differences in how 

superintendents spend their time are probably attributable to a combination of 

personal and situational variables” (p. 105).  He went further to state that the time 

spent working on specific issues often depends on “both pressing issues and the 

philosophy of the practitioner” (p. 105). 
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 Other scholars such as Hanson (1991) noted that “task-oriented leaders 

receive personal satisfaction from accomplishing goals efficiently and effectively” (as 

cited in Kowalski, 1995, p. 12).  It was only when the tasks of the superintendent 

were thought to be under “control and personal influence was high” that the task 

oriented superintendent was “likely to give attention to subordinate feelings” (as cited 

in Kowalski, 1995, p. 13).  Of Kowalski’s (1995) reference group, over “80 percent 

saw themselves as being either highly task oriented or somewhat task oriented” (p. 

12).  Only 17.6 percent viewed themselves as being “somewhat people oriented”, 

while none viewed themselves as being highly people oriented (p. 12). 

Summary 

 This literature review of research on the superintendency shed some light on 

the history and background of the superintendency, recruitment, hiring, and retention 

of superintendents, the increasing number of non-traditional superintendents, and 

the characteristics of effective superintendents.  Also, research on other 

characteristics of superintendents such as: race, gender, communication skills, 

instructional leadership, management skills, personality traits, and task orientation 

was also reviewed.  This body of research may explain why some school systems 

are recruiting and hiring non-traditional superintendents, while also outlining ideas 

about how non-traditional superintendents can be effective instructional leaders.  

However, there is a lack of research measuring the effectiveness of non-traditional 

superintendents in increasing student learning.  This literature review presented 

research findings regarding the qualities of non-traditional superintendents and what 
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is on the horizon for future LEA’s as they choose educational leaders in a climate 

dominated by accountability and high stakes testing. 

 Analysis of the research literature suggested that as school systems increase 

in size and the bureaucracy of the system expands, the probability of having a 

superintendent from a non-traditional background increases.  The leaders of these 

systems appeared to have a varied skill set that was likely to expand the distributive 

leadership that larger urban systems desire.  Non-traditional superintendents who 

choose wisely in surrounding themselves with chief operating officers and chief 

educational officers may be designing the future educational system of the country’s 

schools and systems.  Conversely, smaller LEAs are still faced with the limited 

monetary funds to expand their administrative offices to include chief operating 

officers and chief educational officers.  These smaller system superintendents must 

wear the hat of many officers, one being that of the instructional leader.  With this in 

mind, the future of school educational administration reform is immersed in a wait 

and see state. 

Chapter 3 of this study details the research methodology employed, a qualitative 

case study of seven non-traditionally qualified leaders from among the sixty-six 

largest school systems in the country. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

 The purpose of this exploratory case study was to examine the characteristics 

of seven non-traditional superintendents whose school systems are part of the 

Council of the Great City Schools.  This council is comprised of sixty-six of the 

largest school districts in the United States.  The study was conducted by telephone 

and through face to face interviews with these leaders as well as through electronic 

correspondence in order to ascertain their own perceptions of their efficacy as non-

traditional superintendents.  Data are collected regarding the demographics of each 

superintendent’s school system, as well as their educational backgrounds, career 

experiences, and longitudinal data about school system performance.  The 

researcher collected background knowledge regarding the pathways that led these 

non-traditional leaders to the superintendency.  Subsequent individual interviews 

addressed participants’ beliefs regarding the impact they have had upon their school 

districts and identified characteristics that the participants believed led to their 

success or failure as a non-traditional superintendent in a large school district. 

Research Questions 

 In order to ascertain the characteristics and effectiveness of non-traditional 

superintendents, four research questions guided this study. 

1. Are there any commonalities in background, training, or experience of non-

traditional superintendents? 
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2. What background experiences do non-traditional superintendents draw on 

when hiring school administrators and approving and implementing school 

reform initiatives? 

3. What knowledge, skills, or traits do non-traditional superintendents believe 

are essential for success as a superintendent? 

4. Has there been an increase in student achievement and academic 

performance during their tenure? 

 By gathering information related to the research questions above, this study 

addressed the effectiveness of these non-traditional superintendents in the Council 

of the Great City Schools.  Furthermore, this study examined how well school 

districts with non-traditional superintendents have performed on state tests using 

data from the NAEP reports, state and district performance data, and AYP success.  

While state and district performance measures vary among districts and states, the 

NAEP and AYP data are standardized national measures.  Of the seven districts 

included in this study, only four districts have NAEP data to report due to selection 

by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). 

Theoretical Framework, Design, and Rationale 

 Since this exploratory case study examined the perceptions and perspectives 

of individual participants, a qualitative research method was more appropriate than a 

quantitative design.  According to Patton (1986), qualitative research methods “seek 

to capture what people have to say in their own words” (p. 22).  Qualitative studies 

also are more effective in presenting multiple perspectives and experiences (Lincoln 
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& Guba, 1985).  Given that the purpose of this study was to determine the 

leadership styles and effectiveness of non-traditional superintendents, quantitative 

research would have limited the scope and fullness of the participants’ responses by 

forcing them to select from predetermined responses.  This would have severely 

limited the quality of the expression of participants’ attitudes, ideas, and beliefs.  In 

order to best identify the attitudes and perceptions of the non-traditional 

superintendents interviewed, a more structured interview with a series of open-

ended interview questions was used.  The qualitative approach allows a researcher 

to, in the words of Patton (1980), “[get] close, physically and psychologically, to the 

phenomenon under study” (p. 43).  In this exploratory case study, seven 

superintendents from the Council of the Great City Schools were invited to 

participate in an interview to elicit their responses and opinions in regard to 

background and training commonalities, the background information drawn from in 

addressing school reform issues, and what skill sets were necessary to become a 

successful superintendent. 

 Qualitative data allow the researcher to gain knowledge about a subject 

through verbal narrative, rather than through the manipulation of numbers.  This 

means that qualitative research proposes to “describe the nature of a belief, attitude, 

event, or behavior” (Merriam, 1988a, p. 68) of non-traditional superintendents 

belonging to the Council of the Great City Schools. 

 Since qualitative data cannot be assigned a numerical value (Yin, 1993), the 

open-ended questions used in this study will result in a more “authentic 
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understanding of people’s experiences” (Silverman, 1993, p. 10).  Qualitative 

research methodology also allows the researcher to expand and frame the study as 

needed.  For example, using a qualitative approach, the researcher could add more 

questions as they arise during the research process, namely during telephone 

and/or face-to-face interviews with the participants. 

 This exploratory case study will addresses the “what, how, and why” of the 

characteristics and effectiveness of non-traditional superintendents, focusing on how 

their non-traditional backgrounds influence or impact the performance of their duties 

as leaders.  Therefore, this research study lends itself well to the use of case study 

methodology.  Yin (1994) believed that “what, how, and why” questions “deal with 

operational links needing to be traced over time, rather than mere frequencies or 

incidence” (p. 6).  This belief, coupled with the flexibility and detail afforded by a 

case study, guided the researcher’s selection of this methodology. 

 Case studies allow a great deal of flexibility in research because they are 

variable in size, theory, and final product.  They may be written for different purposes 

and with different processes performed by the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

For this study, the researcher employed a multiple subject case study in order to 

examine the perspectives and beliefs of all the non-traditional superintendents in the 

Council of the Great City Schools.  This format was chosen because of Patton’s 

(1986) assertion that using multiple data sources allow the researcher “to validate 

and cross-check evaluation findings” (p. 157).  For this study, the researcher used 

an individual interview to collect data from each of the participants in the study. 
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 Furthermore, this study included two of Yin’s (1994) six sources of data for 

case studies: the researcher gathered information from the school system’s archival 

records as well as through interviews with the superintendents themselves.  The 

interview process employed in this exploratory case study allowed the researcher to 

collect data and achieve the “richness, complexity, and dimensionality of human 

experience in a social and cultural context” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 3) 

in regard to how non-traditional superintendents described their roles as educational 

leaders, illustrating Yin’s (1993) statement that case studies are akin to viewing a 

subject in a “microscopic” manner.  In order to gather information from each of the 

participants, a highly structured interview style was employed, where the same 

open-ended questions were asked of each participant in the study (See Appendix 

A).  The answers obtained in these personal interviews provided insight into any 

commonalities that arose in regard to opinions about climate, acceptance, and the 

academic success of their school systems.  Other pertinent information about the 

degree specifics held by the superintendent (curriculum, administration, and 

supervision), university or college attended by the superintendent, demographics of 

the LEA, size of the school system, per pupil expenditures, and test scores of the 

system were gathered from the superintendent’s resume as well as from the school 

system’s website, and through archival newspaper research.  This information 

allowed the researcher to draw comparisons about the participants and their 

respective school districts. 

 



 
 
     

54 

Overview of Methods 

 This exploratory case study was a qualitative study of selected non-

traditionally qualified superintendents belonging to the Council of the Great City 

Schools, which includes sixty-six of the largest school systems in the United States.  

Whenever possible, an individual interview with each of these superintendents was 

conducted to gather their opinions about climate, acceptance, and the academic 

success of their systems (See interview protocol in Appendix A).  Arrangements 

were made to conduct four interviews via telephone and three face-to-face at the 

National Fall Conference of the Council of the Great City Schools in Nashville, 

Tennessee.  Due to unforeseen circumstances, one of the participants could not 

attend the conference; however, he did subsequently schedule a telephone 

interview.  The school system and superintendent websites, superintendents’ 

resume, and archival newspaper articles were examined to find information about: a) 

degrees held by the superintendent, b) degree specifics (curriculum, administration, 

and supervision), c) university or college attended by the superintendent, d) whether 

the university or college was accredited or not, e) demographics of the LEA, f) size 

of the school system, g) per pupil expenditures, and h) test scores.  This data 

provided general information regarding the route these leaders took to the 

superintendency, as well as the scope and size of their responsibilities as a 

superintendent. 

 Each superintendent received a letter explaining the purpose of this survey 

and was provided information in regard to its integrity and confidentiality.  
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Superintendents were not required to identify themselves or the LEA from which 

they were responding.  All names used in this study are pseudonyms. 

 Data were also collected from various organizations including but not limited 

to the Council of the Great City Schools, the American Association of School 

Administrators, selected state superintendents associations, and the U.S. 

Department of Education.  The National Assessment of Educational Progress data 

and state accountability and system performance data were compared to pre and 

post-tenure of the non-education degreed superintendents to examine longitudinal 

trends in student performance. 

Site Selection and Sample 

 The study to be conducted was an exploratory case study of seven non-

traditional superintendents who work in sixty-six large school districts who are 

members of the Council of the Great City Schools.  Currently, only seven of the 

member districts of the Council of the Great City Schools have employed 

superintendents with non-traditional qualifications.  An interview with these 

superintendents helped to establish commonalities in background, training, and 

experience.  Other study questions addressed what background and experiences 

these non-traditional superintendents drew from when making decisions about hiring 

school administrators as well as approving and implementing school reform 

initiatives.  The knowledge, skills, and traits that non-traditional superintendents 

believe are important to be a successful superintendent were examined as well. 
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 Since this research study examined a select type of superintendent, one who 

does not possess traditional educational preparation, purposeful sampling was used 

so that the researcher could select a group of participants from whom he could gain 

the most knowledge related to the roles and effectiveness of non-traditional 

superintendents.  For this study, the researcher employed Patton’s (1980) work on 

homogenous sampling.  The homogeneous body in this study was non-traditional 

superintendents within the Council of the Great City Schools. 

 Given the absence of non-traditional superintendents in the researcher’s 

home state and the scarcity of non-traditional superintendents in the southern United 

States, the researcher chose to focus on the Council of the Great City Schools 

because this homogenous group contained a variety of non-traditional leaders who 

could be interviewed for the research project. 

Data Collection 

 Once the researcher completed the sampling, all non-traditional 

superintendents in the Council of the Great City Schools were contacted regarding 

their desire to participate in the study.  Participants were given an informed consent 

form (see Appendix B).  This form provided information regarding the study’s 

purpose, procedures, and possible risks involved in the study.  It explained 

conditions for voluntary participation, confidentiality policies, and contacts for 

questions about participants’ rights and the research study in general.  The consent 

form further explained that interviews would be audiotaped, transcribed, and kept in 

the secure possession of the researcher.  Once demographic information was 
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gathered, the researcher scheduled telephone or face-to-face interviews with each 

participant.  During scheduling, a location was determined for individual interviews.  

Participants attending the annual fall conference of the Council of the Great City 

Schools were interviewed there.  Telephone interviews were scheduled with the 

other participants. 

 Focused interviews, ones where “a respondent is interviewed for a short 

period of time…[which] remain open-ended and assume a conversational manner” 

(Yin, 1994, p. 85), were used in this study.  This interview structure employed an 

interview guide (see Appendix A) which allowed the researcher to focus on important 

issues while also enabling him to ask follow-up questions as needed. 

 Questions for the telephone and face to face interviews sought information 

regarding the superintendents’ perceptions of their effectiveness, the skills and 

abilities they employ in their administrative duties, and the attributes they believe 

were essential to their success as educational leaders. 

 Email correspondence between the superintendents and the researcher was 

utilized to establish initial contact, send the informed consent form, and answer any 

questions about the research study.  Email correspondence was also used to 

schedule the times for each interview. 
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Data Analysis 

 Qualitative research involves the collection and analysis of large amounts of 

data.  Merriam (1998) contends that data analysis is a continuous and ongoing 

process that begins with the first interview and unfolds over the life of the research.  

“Real research is often confusing, messy, intensely frustrating, and fundamentally 

nonlinear” (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p. 21).  However, through a process of 

coding and sorting the collected data, the researcher establishes common themes 

from multiple data sources that is required for organized analysis (Bogden & Biklen, 

1998).  Data analysis includes the activities of “examining, categorizing, tabulating, 

or otherwise recombining the evidence to address the initial propositions of the 

study” (Yin, 1994, p. 102). 

 During the interviews, field notes were taken regarding participants’ 

responses to the questions posed.  Interviews are a useful way to obtain “large 

amounts of data quickly” (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p. 82).  The interviews were 

tape recorded and then the audiotapes were transcribed by a paid transcriptionist.  

The researcher then listened to all responses and verified accuracy of the 

transcription.  Reading the initial transcriptions also allowed the researcher to begin 

preliminary analysis and gain a sense of emerging themes and concepts.  These 

themes and concepts were coded into categories that were developed “hand-in-

hand with analysis” throughout the research (Gough & Scott, 2000, p. 341).  

Triangulation of the interview data was then be performed by other university 

research colleagues.  Comparison of survey data between researcher and 
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independent researchers guarded against any biases.  The researcher then 

intuitively coded the transcribed material to categorize emerging themes and 

commonalities between the superintendents’ responses.  This brought about “order, 

structure, and interpretation to the mass of collected data” (Marshall & Rossman, 

1989, p. 112).  This process aided in categorization of responses, understanding, 

and theory formulation. 

 Qualitative data analysis “is a dynamic, intuitive, and creative process of 

inductive reasoning, thinking, and theorizing” that allows the researcher “to gain a 

deeper understanding of what they have studied and to continually refine their 

interpretations” (Basit, 2003, p. 143).  The goal of the researcher’s analysis was to 

sort through the accumulated data and convert it to organized and useful information 

through “constant winnowing” (Wolcott, 1990, p. 35). 

Validity and Reliability 

 In order to reduce the bias that often is the result of research conducted by a 

single person, triangulation was used.  According to Merriam (1998), triangulation 

strengthens the reliability of case studies.  In order to ensure reliability, the 

researcher reviewed the data multiple times.  In addition, the researcher sought an 

audit of the data from the chairperson of the committee for this dissertation.  The 

researcher compared the audio taped data from the interviews with the typed 

transcriptions to ensure accuracy. 

 In order to ensure that participants felt comfortable participating in the study, 

participants were assured of complete anonymity.  They were assigned numbers 
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and are referred to by pseudonyms in the write-up of the study in chapter 4.  

Furthermore, the names of schools and school systems have been changed in order 

to protect confidentiality. 

Ethical Issues 

 During this exploratory case study, seven superintendents were contacted 

and invited to participate in the research.  In following with the human subject 

protocol, the appropriate forms were filed with North Carolina State University (see 

Appendix C) to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the Use of Human Subjects 

in Research.  Upon IRB approval, all subjects were presented with an Informed 

Consent Form (see Appendix B) prior to gathering information.  In addition, the 

researcher changed all participants’ names to pseudonyms.  The gender of the 

superintendents was masked by using male pronouns to describe all of the 

participants.  Names of districts, cities, and individual schools were also changed to 

protect participants’ privacy. 

Limitations of the Study 

 This study was limited to the opinions and perspectives of the non-traditional 

superintendents who participated in this study.  All of the superintendents are high 

profile public figures and/or political appointees whose answers to interview 

questions may not always be forthright and candid.  Teacher and principal 

perspectives were not solicited, nor was comparative information solicited from 

traditional superintendents.  In addition, the superintendents interviewed have not 

had traditional educational preparation.  Their ability to recognize and describe 
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educational phenomena may be limited by a lack of educational training, as may 

their perceptions of self-efficacy.  In addition, all participant responses were limited 

by their comfort level and unfamiliarity with the researcher. 

 Furthermore, the results of this study are limited by the fact that only non-

traditional superintendents were interviewed.  The researcher did not conduct 

interviews with other employees, parents, or students in the school districts in order 

to ascertain their beliefs regarding the efficacy of non-traditional superintendents.  

This limits the perspective of the study and the generalizability of the findings. 

 In addition, this study is limited because it is an exploratory case study 

focusing solely on non-traditional superintendents.  Since the sample size is small 

and limited to urban superintendents in the Council of the Great City Schools, the 

results are not generalizable to all non-traditional leaders as a whole.  

Superintendents studied within the Council of the Great City Schools may have 

provided interview responses that are not applicable to non-traditional leaders of 

smaller non-urban LEAs.  This study gathered information primarily through 

telephone and in-person interviews with the superintendents themselves.  This limits 

the conclusions the researcher can draw because observations are based on the 

data from these interviews, not from observing classes at the schools, interviewing 

teachers, or studying the climate of the urban areas in and around the school. 

 Upon beginning this study, there were obviously several expectations and 

ideals that the researcher had as part of his “natural” or inherent professional make-

up.  As a professional educator, these non-traditional superintendents may or may 
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not provide the researcher with information that is as educationally-based, grounded, 

pedagogical, or focused as he would expect.  Another area of focus is most 

obviously the superintendency.  The researcher had to rely on first-hand information 

given to him by study participants.  For him, the information is just that, information.  

Since the researcher is a principal and not a superintendent, there is no personal 

frame of reference to draw upon.  The information collected and analyzed in this 

study was examined through the fabled “rose colored glasses” and is taken as part 

of that professional’s own skill set. 

Summary 

 A case study approach was used to examine the characteristics of the non-

traditional superintendents whose school systems are part of the Council of the 

Great City Schools.  Through this exploratory case study, the researcher hoped to 

gain a better understanding of the administrative philosophies and the effectiveness 

of non-traditional superintendents.  The participants were asked questions related to 

these concepts (see Appendix A). 

 The researcher chose non-traditional superintendents who are part of the 

Council of the Great City Schools to participate in this study.  This group was chosen 

because it contains a large number of non-traditional superintendents who could be 

studied and constitutes the most easily identifiable and readily accessible group of 

participants. 

 This study utilized a qualitative approach.  Data were collected from the 

participants through a telephone or personal interview.  Questions were 
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predetermined for each interview, and notes were taken during the interviews.  

Audiotapes were made during the interviews, and the data were transcribed 

verbatim.  The researcher read and analyzed the data after the interviews were 

conducted.  Data were coded to indicate common themes, experiences, and beliefs 

that emerged during the study. 

 Chapter Four of this study addresses the findings which resulted from the 

research conducted.  It examines findings related to the characteristics of the non-

traditional superintendents/leaders whose school systems are part of the Council of 

the Great City Schools 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

 This exploratory case study was designed to analyze the characteristics and 

effectiveness of seven non-traditional superintendents, whose districts are members 

of the Council of the Great City Schools.  The Council of the Great City Schools is a 

coalition of 66 of the largest school districts in the country.  As the literature has 

suggested, larger school systems in the United States have begun to hire non-

traditional superintendents who have no significant experience in educational 

leadership.  Several factors have been cited as the rationale behind these hirings, 

foremost of these being the leaders’ previous track records in managing corporate 

finances, meeting operational and strategic performance goals, and providing 

leadership within a complex corporate or military hierarchy. 

 During this study, the superintendent’s background characteristics, 

professional expertise and training, LEA demographic information, and student 

scores on local and state tests were examined.  A personal interview (Appendix A) 

was utilized to gather the information on each superintendent’s background, training, 

and professional experience.  The National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) as well as the districts’ individual and state Department of Education 

websites were utilized to collect and examine the student achievement scores on 

local and state tests during a three year span (2004-2007).  The data derived from 

these sources were utilized to determine what impact these non-traditional 
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superintendents have had on student performance in their districts.  This exploratory 

case study was guided by the following research questions: 

 1)  Are there any commonalities in background, training, or experience of 

 non-traditional superintendents? 

 2)  What background and experiences do non-traditional superintendents 

 draw on when hiring school administrators and approving/implementing 

 school reform initiatives? 

 3)  What knowledge, skills, or traits do non-traditional superintendents 

 believe are essential for success as a superintendent? 

 4)  Has there been an increase in student achievement and academic 

 performance according to NAEP and AYP results during their tenure? 

Overview of Sample 

 Initial contacts were made with each of the seven identified non-traditional 

superintendents from the Council of the Great City Schools via e-mail 

correspondence (Appendix E).  Each superintendent was invited to participate in a 

personal interview that would add to the knowledge base of what constitutes 

excellence in district level leadership.  The superintendents were also informed that 

the study would focus on an examination of leadership styles and characteristics 

with specific objectives to include examinations of career paths, academic and 

professional preparation, and employment histories.  The participants were informed 

that the study had the approval of North Carolina State University’s Institutional 

Review Board as well as the support of Dr. Robert Carlson of the Council of the 
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Great City Schools.  All of the non-traditional leaders were invited to participate in a 

personal interview during the National Fall Conference of the Council of the Great 

City Schools in Nashville, Tennessee.  Participants who would not be attending the 

National Fall Conference were offered the opportunity to schedule a telephone 

interview at their convenience.  All subjects were sent an Informed Consent Form 

(Appendix B) which detailed the integrity and confidentiality of the interview and that 

the interviews would be tape-recorded.  Furthermore, the superintendents were also 

informed that data would be collected from various organizations including but not 

limited to the Council of the Great City Schools, the American Association of School 

Administrators, selected state superintendents associations, the U.S. Department of 

Education, and The National Assessment of Educational Progress. 

 Of the seven identified and contacted non-traditional superintendents, all 

seven agreed to participate in the study yielding a 100 percent response rate.  

Arrangements were made to conduct four interviews via telephone and three at the 

National Fall Conference of the Council of the Great City Schools in Nashville, 

Tennessee.  Due to unforeseen circumstances, one of the participants could not 

attend the conference; however, he did subsequently schedule a telephone 

interview. 

Superintendent Allison and the Merrill School District 

 Superintendent Allison and the Merrill School District are located in the mid-

western region of the United States.  Superintendent Allison has been associated 

with the district for ten years and was appointed by the Mayor of Merrill in June 2001 
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as the superintendent.  Superintendent Allison’s predecessor was also a non-

traditional superintendent.  He is now entering the seventh year in the role.  

Superintendent Allison graduated magna cum laude with a liberal arts degree from 

an elite Northeastern university.  Prior to coming to the district, he directed an 

initiative in the city to create educational opportunities for inner-city children from 

1992 until employment with the district in 1998.  Prior to joining the district, 

Superintendent Allison was a professional athlete. 

 The Merrill School District is comprised of 655 schools that support a 

projected student population of 408,601 students for the fiscal year 2007-2008 while 

the State Department of Education reports a student population of 390,243 for the 

school year 2006-2007.  During the last three consecutive reporting years (2005-

2007), the district has seen student enrollment decline by 20,631 students.  Of the 

390,243 students reported by the state, a demographic breakdown of the district is 

as follows: 1) Black – 46.9 percent, 2) Hispanic – 38.9 percent, 3) White – 8.3 

percent, 4) Asian/Pacific Islander – 3.3 percent, 5) Multi-racial/Ethnic – 2.4 percent, 

and 6) Native American - .1 percent.  The district reports that 84.9 percent of the 

students are from low-income families and that 14.4 percent are categorized as 

limited English proficient as of the 2006-2007 fiscal year. 

 The current operating budget for the Merrill School District is $4.648 billion, 

and operating expenditures as of fiscal year 2005-2006 were $10,555 per pupil.  The 

district has 44,417 employees; 24,664 occupy positions as teachers and 588 as 
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principals according to the 2006-2007 fiscal year reports.  The average teacher 

salary in the district is $66,178 and the average administrator salary is $117,364. 

 

Table 1:  Merrill School District Demographics and Facts 

Student Enrollment 
     Black 
     Hispanic 
     White 
     Asian/Pacific Islander 
     Multi-Racial/Ethnic 
     Native American 

390,243 
    46.9% 
    38.9% 
      8.3% 
      3.3% 
      2.4% 
        .1% 

Low Income Families 84.9% 

Limited English Proficient 14.4% 

District Operating Budget $4.648 billion 

Per Pupil Expenditures $10,555 per pupil 

District Employees 
     Teachers 
     Principals 

44,417 Total 
24,664 
     558 

Average Teacher Salary $  66,178 

Average Administrator Salary $117,364 

 

  

During the testing years 2004-2005 through the 2006-2007 school year, the 

Merrill School District exhibited continuous positive growth in passing state 

mandated tests for grades three through eight.  Results from the 2004-2005 school 

years indicated that of the students tested, 47.5 percent passed the state tests.  In 

the subsequent year, 2005-2006, 61.6 percent of the tested students passed the 
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required tests.  During the following year of 2006-2007, an increase to 63.9 percent 

of the students tested passed the examination.  It should be noted that the 

mandated state tests were changed during the 2005-2006 school year to 

encompass all grades from three through eight.  During the preceding years, only 

selected grades were tested from grades three through eight.  Nevertheless, positive 

growth in test scores for students in grades three through eight was exhibited during 

the 2004-2005 through 2006-2007 school years. 

 During the same time period of 2004-2005 through 2006-2007 school years, 

testing for grade eleven students demonstrated a slight decline.  In the 2004-2005 

school year, 31.7 percent of the eleventh graders tested passed the state tests.  

During the subsequent year 2005-2006, only 31.5 percent of students passed the 

test.  In 2006-2007, the pass rate was 30.1 percent, representing a decline of 1.6 

percent over a three year period.  Overall, the Merrill School District as a whole 

posted an increase when considering all tests of students grades three through eight 

and eleventh graders on state tests during the period of school year 2004-2005 

through school year 2006-2007.  The success of students tested during this time 

period yielded an increase from 44.6 percent to 58.0 percent to 59.6 percent 

respectively passing all state tests. 

 During this same time period, 2004-2005 through 2006-2007, the State 

Department of Education reported a decrease in the high school graduation rate.  

Graduation rates dropped from 74.0 percent to 73.4 percent to 66.0 percent over the 

three year period. 
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 According to the State Department of Education that the Merrill School District 

presides in, the Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) accountability system has several 

levels of structure for districts not meeting AYP.  For districts not meeting AYP for 

two consecutive years, the district is placed in Academic Early Warning Status Year 

1.  Failure to meet AYP in subsequent years will advance the district to Academic 

Early Warning Status 2, Academic Watch Status 1, Academic Watch Status 2, and 

finally after six consecutive years of not making AYP, State Intervention Status.  

Currently the Merrill School District is on Academic Watch Status after not making 

AYP for the fourth consecutive year.  The district has failed to meet AYP for reading 

and mathematics during this time. 

 

Table 2:  Merrill District Performance on State Mandated Tests 

 

2004-05 
 

2005-06 
 

2006-07 
 

Grades three through eight 
 

47.5% 
 

61.6% 
 

63.9% 
 

Grade eleven 
 

31.7% 
 

31.5% 
 

30.1% 
 

All students combined 
 

44.6% 
 

58% 
 

59.6% 
 

High school graduation rates 
 

74% 
 

73.4% 
 

66% 
 * Students passing state mandated tests are listed as percentages. 
 
  

Additionally, during the 2005 and 2007 school years, the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) administered reading and math 

assessments to students in grades four and eight.  The reading and math scale 

scores ranged form zero to 500 for both tests.  Fourth graders in the Merrill School 

District averaged a 198 scale score in 2005 and a 201 scale score during the 2007 
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school year on the reading assessment.  The Merrill District students’ average score 

was below basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with fourteen percent 

and sixteen percent of the overall district students tested scoring at or above 

proficiency respectively.  Fourth graders taking the mathematics assessment 

averaged a 216 scale score in 2005 and a 220 scale score in 2007.  The Merrill 

District students’ average score was at basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 and 

2007 with thirteen percent and sixteen percent of the overall district students tested 

scoring at or above proficiency respectively.  Eighth graders in the Merrill School 

District averaged a 249 scale score in 2005 and a 250 scale score during the 2007 

school year on the reading assessment.  The Merrill District students’ average score 

was at basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with seventeen percent and 

eleven percent of the overall district students tested scoring at or above proficiency 

respectively.  Eighth graders taking the mathematics assessment averaged a 258 

scale score in 2005 and a 260 scale score in 2007.  The Merrill District students’ 

average score was below basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with 

seventeen percent and thirteen percent of the overall district students tested scoring 

at or above proficiency respectively.
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Table 3:  National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

 

2005 
 

2007 
 

Grade four (reading) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade four (math) 
 

At Basic 
 

At Basic 
 

Grade four students at/above proficiency (reading) 
 

14% 
 

16% 
 

Grade four students at/above proficiency (math) 
 

13% 
 

16% 
 

Grade eight (reading) 
 

At Basic 
 

At Basic 
 

Grade eight (math) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade eight students at/above proficiency (reading) 
 

17% 
 

11% 
 

Grade eight students at/above proficiency (math) 
 

17% 
 

13% 
 * NAEP reading and math data was collected in the 2005 and 2007 school 
   years in grade four and eight. 
 

 

Superintendent Bertram and the Nora School District 

 Superintendent Bertram and the Nora School District are located in the 

western region of the United States.  Superintendent Bertram was appointed 

Superintendent of the Nora Public Schools in July 2005 after serving as the Mayor’s 

Chief of Staff, and is now entering year three in the role.  Superintendent Bertram 

replaced a traditional superintendent.  He earned a bachelor's degree in history with 

honors from a top-ranked liberal arts school in the Northeast, which coincidentally is 

where the Mayor of Nora attended college.  Superintendent Bertram then earned a 

law degree from an elite Northeastern university.  He began his career as a personal 

assistant for a governor of a Mid-western state and then worked as a federal law 

clerk for a judge in the Eastern region of the United States.  Prior to this, 

Superintendent Bertram had a brief tenure with an Eastern United States law firm 
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and then worked as Counsel to the Deputy Attorney General in a U.S. President’s 

Administration.  After arriving in Nora, Superintendent Bertram served in a 

management position with a local investment company restructuring billions of 

dollars in corporate debt and overseeing investments of $500 million. 

 The Nora School District is comprised of 151 schools that have a student 

enrollment of 73,399 students based on figures from the Nora district in October of 

2006.  During the last three consecutive reporting years (2005-2007), the district has 

maintained the student population with only marginal swings in enrollment.  Student 

demographics in the district are as follows: 1) Hispanic – 57.3 percent, 2) White – 

20.39 percent, 3) Black – 18.08 percent, 4) Asian – 3.14 percent, and 5) American 

Indian - 1.09 percent.  The district reports that 64.76 percent of the students come 

from low-income families and that 20 percent of the students are English language 

learners with 13,337 speaking Spanish and 1,113 speaking one of eighty-six other 

languages according to Nora district data from 2006. 

 The current annual operating budget for the Nora School District is $1.2 

billion, and budgeted net revenue per student expenditures as of fiscal year 2007-

2008 were $10,565.  The district has 13,087 employees, and 4,555 occupy positions 

as teachers according to the district data from 2006.  The average teacher salary in 

the district is $47,829. 
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Table 4:  Nora School District Demographics and Facts 

Student Enrollment 
     Hispanic 
     White 
     Black 
     Asian 
     American Indian 

73,999 
    57.30% 
    20.39% 
    18.08% 
      3.14% 
      1.09% 

Low Income Families 64.76% 

English Language Learners 20% 

District Operating Budget $1.2 billion 

Per Pupil Expenditures $10,565 per pupil 

District Employees 
     Teachers 

13,087 Total 
  4,555 

Average Teacher Salary $47,829 

 

 

 During the testing years 2004-2005 through the 2006-2007 school year, the 

Nora School District experienced declining pass rates in state mandated tests for 

reading and language arts in elementary grades while exhibiting improvements in 

mathematics for the same group.  Results from the 2004-2005 school years 

indicated that of the students tested, 78.0 percent passed the state test in reading 

and language arts while 76.0 percent of the students passed the mathematics 

section of the test.  In the subsequent year, 2005-2006, 77.32 percent of the tested 

students passed the required reading and language arts test while 80.64 percent of 

the students passed the mathematics test.  During the following year of 2006-2007, 
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74.55 percent of the students tested passed the reading and language arts 

examination while 79.81 percent of the students passed the mathematics test. 

 During the same three year period (2004-2007), middle school students 

exhibited both upward and downward swings in test performance, with overall 

improvements.  Results from the 2004-2005 school years indicated that of the 

middle school students tested, 70.0 percent passed the state test in reading and 

language arts while 59.0 percent of the students passed the math section of the test.  

In the subsequent year, 2005-2006, 75.24 percent of the tested students passed the 

required reading and language arts test while 57.79 percent of the students passed 

the mathematics test.  During the following year of 2006-2007, 72.93 percent of the 

students tested passed the reading and language arts examination while 65.61 

percent of the students passed the mathematics test. 

 High school students yielded similar results during the 2004-2005 through 

2006-2007 time period by posting slight declines in reading and language arts 

scores and slight gains in math scores.  During the 2004-2005 school years, 76.0 

percent passed the high school state test in reading and language arts while 36.0 

percent of the students passed the mathematics section of the test.  In the 

subsequent year, 2005-2006, 74.6 percent of the tested students passed the 

required reading and language arts test while 43.58 percent of the students passed 

the mathematics test.  During the following year of 2006-2007, 74.78 percent of the 
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students tested passed the reading and language arts examination while 43.06 

percent of the students passed the mathematics test. 

 During this same time period of 2004-2007, the State Department of 

Education reported a decrease in the high school graduation rate.  Graduation rates 

dropped from 77.0 percent to 67.9 percent to 51.7 percent over the three year 

period. 

 According to the State Department of Education that the Nora School District 

presides in, the Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) accountability system has several 

levels of structure for districts not meeting AYP.  Districts that do not meet AYP for 

two consecutive years are placed on Program Improvement Year 2 status.  Failure 

to meet AYP in subsequent years will result in the district being placed on Corrective 

Action and then Corrective Action Year 2 for continued failure to meet AYP.  

Continued failure to meet AYP standards will result in the district being placed on 

Restructuring Status.  Currently, the Nora School District is on Corrective Action 

Year 2 for not making AYP during the four previous years.  The district has failed to 

meet AYP status for reading, mathematics, and graduation rates during the 2006-

2007 school year.  It should be noted that middle school students met the safe 

harbor criteria for math AYP with 65.61 percent being proficient in math.  However, 

the 65.61 percent was under their target goal of 69.63 percent. 
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Table 5:  Nora District Performance on State Mandated Tests 

 

2004-05 
 

2005-06 
 

2006-07 
 

Elementary grades (reading/language 
arts) 

 

78% 
 

77.32% 
 

74.55% 

 

Elementary grades (math) 
 

76% 
 

80.64% 
 

79.81% 
 

Middle grades (reading/language arts) 
 

70% 
 

75.24% 
 

72.93% 
 

Middle grades (math) 
 

59% 
 

57.79% 
 

65.61% 
 

High school (reading/language arts) 
 

76% 
 

74.6% 
 

74.78% 
 

High school (math) 
 

36% 
 

43.58% 
 

43.06% 
 

High school graduation rates 
 

77% 
 

67.9% 
 

51.7% 
 * Students passing state mandated tests are listed as percentages. 
 
 
 

Superintendent Carswell and Glen School District 

 Superintendent Carswell and the Glen School District are located in a 

Western region of the United States.  Superintendent Carswell was unanimously 

selected as the Superintendent of Glen Public Schools in October 2006 following 

thirty-five years of military service.  His predecessor was a non-traditional 

superintendent.  Now entering the first full year on the job, this is the first opportunity 

for Superintendent Carswell to lead a public school district.  He earned a Bachelor of 

Science degree in Biology from a university in the Southwest and was a member of 

the first graduating class of the Reserve Officer Training Corp at the university.  

Superintendent Carswell went on to earn his Masters of Arts in National Security and 

Strategic Studies in the Northeast.  During his distinguished military career, he was 

honored with numerous military and civilian awards.  While in the military, 

Superintendent Carswell was directly responsible for the educational programs of 



 
 
     

78 

military personnel and their families, and worked with colleges and universities to 

provide bachelor and associate degree programs to more than 300,000 soldiers. 

 The Glen School District is comprised of 800 schools that have a student 

enrollment of 704,417 students based on figures for the 2006-2007 school year.  

During the last three consecutive reporting years (2005-2007), the district has 

witnessed a decline in student enrollment of 36,566 students.  Of the 704,417 

enrolled students, a demographic breakdown of the district is as follows: 1) Hispanic 

– 73.3 percent, 2) Black – 11.2 percent, 3) White – 8.9 percent, 4) Asian – 3.8 

percent, 5) Filipino – 2.2 percent, 6) Pacific Islander - .3 percent, and 7) American 

Indian/Alaskan Native - .3 percent.  The district reports that 77 percent of the 

students come from low-income families and that 37.75 percent of the students are 

English language learners with 250,423 speaking Spanish and 15,497 speaking one 

of several other languages. 

 The current annual operating budget for the Glen School District is $7.5 billion 

with another $19.3 billion set aside for building and facility improvement.  During the 

fiscal year 2006-2007 per student expenditures were projected to be $11,264.  The 

district has 77,000 employees, and approximately 34,000 occupy positions as 

teachers according to data from 2006.  The average teacher salary in the district is 

approximately $56,000 while administrator salaries range from $99,490 to $107,818 

for the reporting year 2004-2005. 
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Table 6:  Glen School District Demographics and Facts 

Student Enrollment 
     Hispanic 
     Black 
     White 
     Asian 
     Filipino 
     Pacific Islander 
     American Indian/Alaskan Native 

704,417 
    73.3% 
    11.2% 
      8.9% 
      3.8% 
      2.2% 
        .3% 
        .3% 

Low Income Families 77% 

English Language Learners 37.75% 

District Operating Budget $7.5 billion 

Per Pupil Expenditures $11,264 per pupil 

District Employees 
     Teachers 

77,000 Total 
34,000 

Average Teacher Salary $56,000 

Average Administrator Salary Range $99,490 - $107,818 

 

 

 During the testing years 2004-2005 through the 2006-2007 school year, the 

Glen School District exhibited improvement in passing state mandated tests for 

English/language arts and mathematics in the elementary grades.  Results from the 

2004-2005 school years indicated that of the students tested, 30.8 percent were 

noted as being proficient in English/language arts while 45.6 percent of the students 

were proficient in mathematics.  In the subsequent year, 2005-2006, 34.9 percent of 

the tested students were proficient in the English/language arts test while 49.1 

percent of the students were proficient in math.  During the following year of 2006-
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2007, 37.4 percent of the students tested were proficient in English/language arts 

while 51.3 percent of the students were proficient in the mathematics. 

 During the 2004-2005 through the 2006-2007 school year, middle school 

students also exhibited overall gains over the time period.  During the 2006-2007 

school year there was a slight loss in proficiency on the mathematics test.  Results 

from the 2004-2005 school years indicated that of the middle school students tested, 

25.4 percent were proficient in English/language arts while 21.8 percent of the 

students were proficient on the math section of the test.  In the subsequent year, 

2005-2006, 27.6 percent of the tested students were found to be proficient in 

English/language arts while 24.8 percent of the students were proficient on the 

mathematics test.  During the following year of 2006-2007, 28.2 percent of the 

students tested were proficient in English/language arts while only 23.6 percent of 

the students were found to be proficient in mathematics, a decline of 1.6 percent.

 High school students in grade ten yielded positive growth in proficiency during 

the 2004-2005 through 2006-2007.  During the 2004-2005 school years, 30.8 

percent were proficient in English/language arts while 45.6 percent of the students 

were proficient on the mathematics section of the test.  In the subsequent year, 

2005-2006, 34.9 percent of the tested students were found to be proficient in 

English/language arts while 49.1 percent of the students passed the mathematics 

test.  During the following year of 2006-2007, 37.4 percent of the students tested 

were proficient on the English/language arts examination while 51.3 percent of the 

students passed the mathematics test. 
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 During this same time period, 2004-2005 through 2006-2007, the State 

Department of Education reported a decrease in the high school graduation rate.  

Graduation rates dropped from 65.7 percent to 65.6 percent to 62.8 percent over the 

three year period. 

 According to the State Department of Education in which the Glen School 

District presides, a district not making AYP in the same content area for two 

consecutive years will be identified for Program Improvement (PI).  Similarly, should 

the LEA also not meet AYP for a significant subgroup or grade span in the same 

content area, or not make AYP on the same indicator such as Academic 

Performance Indicator (API) or graduation rate, the district can be placed in PI 

status.  Continued failure to meet AYP in subsequent years could result in the district 

being placed on Corrective Action where the LEA staff could be replaced.  Currently 

the Glen School District is in Program Improvement year three status for the 2007-

2008 school year.  The district has failed to meet AYP status for English and 

language arts and graduation rate during the 2006-2007 school year. 
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Table 7:  Glen District Performance on State Mandated Tests 

 

2004-05 
 

2005-06 
 

2006-07 
 

Elementary grades (English/language arts) 
 

30.8% 
 

34.9% 
 

37.4% 
 

Elementary grades (math) 
 

45.6% 
 

49.1% 
 

51.3% 
 

Middle school (English/language arts) 
 

25.4% 
 

27.6% 
 

28.2% 
 

Middle school (math) 
 

21.8% 
 

24.8% 
 

23.6% 
 

Grade ten (English/language arts) 
 

30.8% 
 

34.9% 
 

37.4% 
 
Grade ten (math) 

 

45.6% 
 

49.1% 
 

51.3% 
 

High school graduation rates 
 

65.7% 
 

65.6% 
 

62.8% 
 * Students passing state mandated tests are listed as percentages. 
 

 
 During the 2005 and 2007 school years, the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) administered reading and math assessments to 

students in grades four and eight.  The reading and math scale scores ranged form 

zero to 500 for both tests.  Fourth graders in the Glen School District averaged a 196 

scale score in both the 2005 and 2007 school year on the reading assessment.  The 

Glen District students’ average score was below basic levels of proficiency in both 

2005 and 2007 with fourteen percent and thirteen percent of the overall district 

students tested scoring at or above proficiency respectively.  Fourth graders taking 

the mathematics assessment averaged a 220 scale score in 2005 and a 221 scale 

score in 2007.  The Glen District students’ average score was at basic levels of 

proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with eighteen percent and nineteen percent of the 

overall district students tested scoring at or above proficiency respectively.  Eighth 

graders in the Glen School District averaged a 239 scale score in 2005 and a 240 
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scale score during the 2007 school year on the reading assessment.  The Glen 

District students’ average score was below basic levels of proficiency for both the 

2005 and 2007 years with thirteen percent and twelve percent of the overall district 

students tested scoring at or above proficiency respectively.  Eighth graders taking 

the mathematics assessment averaged a 250 scale score in 2005 and a 267 scale 

score in 2007.  The Glen District students’ average score was below basic levels of 

proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with eleven percent and fourteen percent of the 

overall district students tested scoring at or above proficiency respectively. 

 

Table 8:  National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

 

2005 
 

2007 
 

Grade four (reading) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade four (math) 
 

At Basic 
 

At Basic 
 

Grade four students at/above proficiency (reading) 
 

14% 
 

13% 
 

Grade four students at/above proficiency (math) 
 

18% 
 

19% 
 

Grade eight (reading) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade eight (math) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade eight students at/above proficiency (reading) 
 

13% 
 

12% 
 

Grade eight students at/above proficiency (math) 
 

11% 
 

14% 
 * NAEP reading and math data were collected in the 2005 and 2007 school 
   years in grade four and eight. 
 

 

Superintendent Dallas and Elkins School District 

 Superintendent Dallas and the Elkins School District are located in a 

Northeastern region of the United States.  Superintendent Dallas was appointed by 
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the Mayor to lead the Elkins Public Schools in July 2002 after leaving a large media 

company with $20 billion in annual revenues.  He replaced a non-traditional 

superintendent and is now entering his sixth year as superintendent.  While with the 

media company, Superintendent Dallas was the chairman and chief executive officer 

as well as chief U.S. liaison officer.  Prior to this, he was an assistant attorney 

general in charge of the U.S. Department of Justice’s antitrust division.  The 

appointment to the U.S. Justice Department came after twenty years of public and 

private legal work as well as two years as deputy counsel to the President of the 

United States.  Superintendent Dallas graduated magna cum laude with a Bachelor 

of Arts degree from an elite Northeastern university before earning a law degree, 

with magna cum laude honors, from another elite university in the Northeast.  He 

has authored several articles in both scholarly and popular journals. 

 The Elkins School District is comprised of 1,450 schools that have a student 

enrollment of 1,042,100 students based on figures for the 2006-2007 school year.  

During the last three consecutive reporting years (2005-2007), the district has 

realized a decline in student enrollment of 33,200 students.  Of the 1,042,100 

enrolled students, a demographic breakdown of the district is as follows: 1) Hispanic 

– 39.3 percent, 2) Black – 32.3 percent, 3) White – 14.3 percent, 4) Asian – 13.6 

percent, and 5) American Indian - .4 percent.  The district reports that 67.4 percent 

of the students come from low-income families and that approximately 12 percent of 

the students are English language learners speaking 140 different languages 

according to data from June of 2005. 
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 The current annual operating budget for the Elkins School District is $20 

billion.  During the fiscal year 2004-2005 per student expenditures were $13,558.  

The district has 136,000 employees, including 77,160 teachers according to data 

from 2006-2007. 

 

Table 9:  Elkins School District Demographics and Facts 

Student Enrollment 
     Hispanic 
     Black 
     White 
     Asian 
     American Indian 

1,042,100 
    39.3% 
    32.3% 
    14.3% 
    13.6% 
        .4% 

Low Income Families 67.4% 

English Language Learners 12% 

District Operating Budget $20 billion 

Per Pupil Expenditures $13,558 per pupil 

District Employees 
     Teachers 

136,000 Total 
  77,160 

 

 

 During the testing years 2004-2005 through the 2006-2007 school year, the 

Elkins School District exhibited an initial decrease in the percent of students passing 

the English/language arts test in grades three through eight.  During the school year 

2004-2005, 51.8 percent of the students tested passed the English/language arts 

test.  In the school year 2005-2006, only 50.7 percent of the students passed the 

test.  Scores did rise during the school year 2006-2007 by .1 percent to 50.8.  
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Mathematics scores observed over the same time period showed continuous 

improvement.  Results from the 2004-2005 school years indicated that of the 

students tested, 52.9 percent were proficient in Mathematics.  In the subsequent 

year, 2005-2006, 57.0 percent of the tested students were proficient in math.  In 

2006-2007 scores went up again to 65.1 percent of students classified as proficient 

on the math test. 

 High school students in Elkins School District must pass five general tests to 

receive a state diploma.  The subject areas tested are English, Math, United States 

history and government, Global history, and Science.  Of the students taking the 

tests from 2004-2005, 47.3 percent of the students passed the tests.  During the 

2005-2006 academic school year, an increase to 47.4 percent of the students 

passed the tests.  Data for the 2006-2007 school year was not available. 

 During the time period, 2004-2005 through 2005-2006, the district reported an 

increase in the graduation rate of students within four years of entry into high school.  

Graduation rates increased from 58.2 percent to 59.7 percent for students.  The 

district also reported an increase in the graduation rate of students within seven 

years of entering high school.  An increase from 67.6 percent to 69.5 percent was 

observed.  Data were not available for the 2006-2007 school year. 

 According to the State Department of Education in which the Elkins School 

District presides, a district receiving Title I funding that fails to meet AYP goals at 

every grade level in a subject area for two consecutive years is considered a district 

in Need of Improvement (Year 1).  A district that exhibits continued failure in meeting 
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AYP goals in the next academic year is placed on Need of Improvement (Year 2) 

status.  In each consecutive year thereafter, failure to meet AYP goals will result in 

the designation being increased by one year.  Districts that meet their AYP goals in 

the identified areas for two consecutive years are returned to Good Standing status.  

Of the thirty-two districts that make up the Elkins system, there are currently five 

districts in Good Standing.  The other twenty-seven districts are in Need of 

Improvement status of various years’ standing.  All twenty-seven were cited for 

failure to meet AYP goals in the English/language arts area.  In addition, seven 

districts also did not meet AYP targets in Math and one district did not meet the AYP 

target for graduation rates. 

 

Table 10:  Elkins District Performance on State Mandated Tests 

 

2004-05 
 

2005-06 
 

2006-07 
 

Grades three through eight (English) 
 

51.8% 
 

50.7% 
 

50.8% 
 

Grades three through eight (math) 
 

52.9% 
 

57% 
 

65.1% 
 

High school (five general tests)1 
 

47.3% 
 

47.4% Not 
Available 

 

High school graduation rates (within four 
years) 

 

58.2% 
 

59.7% Not 
Available 

 

High school graduation rates (within seven 
years) 

 

67.6% 
 

69.5% Not 
Available 

 * Students passing state mandated tests are listed as percentages. 
 1 Five general tests include: English, Math, United States history and 
    government, Global history, and Science. 
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 During the 2005 and 2007 school years, the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) administered reading and math assessments to 

students in grades four and eight.  The reading and math scale scores ranged form 

zero to 500 for both tests.  Fourth graders in the Elkins School District averaged a 

213 scale score in both the 2005 and 2007 school year on the reading assessment.  

The Elkins District students average score was at basic levels of proficiency in both 

2005 and 2007 with 22 percent and 25 percent of the overall district students tested 

scoring at or above proficiency respectively.  Fourth graders taking the mathematics 

assessment averaged a 231 scale score in 2005 and a 236 scale score in 2007.  

The Elkins District students average score was at basic levels of proficiency in both 

2005 and 2007 with 16 percent and 34 percent of the overall district students tested 

scoring at or above proficiency respectively.  Eighth graders in the Elkins School 

District averaged a 251 scale score in 2005 and a 249 scale score during the 2007 

school year on the reading assessment.  The Elkins District student’s average score 

was at basic levels of proficiency for both the 2005 and 2007 years with 20 percent 

of the overall district students tested scoring at or above proficiency for both years.  

Eighth graders taking the mathematics assessment averaged a 267 scale score in 

2005 and a 270 scale score in 2007.  The Elkins District students average score was 

at basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with 20 percent and 22 percent 

of the overall district students tested scoring at or above proficiency respectively.  It 

should be noted that the Elkins school district is the largest urban district in the 

study.  Based on the NAEP assessments in both 2005 and 2007, the Elkins District 
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students performed better in both grade levels during both testing years.  The Elkins 

District also had the most overall district students scoring at and above proficiency 

on the NAEP assessments. 

 

Table 11:  National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

 

2005 
 

2007 
 

Grade four (reading) 
 

At Basic 
 

At Basic 
 

Grade four (math) 
 

At Basic 
 

At Basic 
 

Grade four students at/above proficiency (reading) 
 

22% 
 

25% 
 

Grade four students at/above proficiency (math) 
 

16% 
 

34% 
 

Grade eight (reading) 
 

At Basic 
 

At Basic 
 

Grade eight (math) 
 

At Basic 
 

At Basic 
 

Grade eight students at/above proficiency (reading) 
 

20% 
 

20% 
 

Grade eight students at/above proficiency (math) 
 

20% 
 

22% 
 * NAEP reading and math data were collected in the 2005 and 2007 school 
   years in grade four and eight. 
 

 

Superintendent Emmy and Darin School District 

 Superintendent Emmy and the Darin School District are located in the 

Northeastern region of the United States.  Superintendent Emmy was named as 

interim superintendent in June 2007 and replaced a non-traditional superintendent.  

The Emmy School District is currently governed by a five member panel since being 

turned over to the state in 2001.  The Governor of the state appoints three members 

while the Mayor of Emmy appoints two members to the governing board.  

Superintendent Emmy came to the district after serving as the Chief Operating 
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Officer in two other school districts of the Eastern United States.  Prior to that, he 

retired from the military following twenty-five years of service.  While in the military, 

Superintendent Emmy was commander of a base that had fiscal obligations of $700 

million, an annual payroll of $660 million, and $93 million in contracts.  The base had 

20,000 residents which included 5,500 military personnel.  Superintendent Emmy 

earned a Bachelor of Arts degree from a small liberal arts university in the Northeast 

before earning his Master of Arts degree from a university in the Western United 

States.  He is also a graduate of the Military War College which prepares candidates 

to assume strategic leadership responsibilities. 

 The Darin School District is comprised of 281 schools that have a student 

enrollment of 167,128 students.  During the last three consecutive reporting years 

(2005-2007), the district has seen a decline in student enrollment of 21,269 

students.  Of the 167,128 enrolled students, a demographic breakdown of the district 

is as follows: 1) Black - 62.4 percent, 2) Hispanic – 16.9 percent, 3) White – 13.3 

percent, 4) Asian – 6.0 percent, 5) Other – 1.2 percent and 6) Native American - .2 

percent.  The district reports that 74.4 percent of the students are from low-income 

families and approximately 8.4 percent of the students are English language 

learners speaking several different languages including Albanian, Arabic, Chinese, 

Khmer, Lao, Korean, Russian, Spanish, and Vietnamese according to data from 

school year 2005-2006. 

 The current annual operating budget for the Darin School District is $2.2 

billion.  During the fiscal year 2005-2006, per student expenditures were set at 
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$11,490.  The district has 25,104 employees, with 10,109 teachers according to data 

from 2006-2007.  Average teacher salary for the 2005-2006 school year was 

$57,694. 

 

Table 12:  Darin School District Demographics and Facts 

Student Enrollment 
     Black 
     Hispanic 
     White 
     Asian 
     Other 
     Native American 

167,128 
    62.4% 
    16.9% 
    13.3% 
      6.0% 
      1.2% 
        .2% 

Low Income Families 74.4% 

English Language Learners 8.4% 

District Operating Budget $2.2 billion 

Per Pupil Expenditures $11,490 per pupil 

District Employees 
     Teachers 

25,104 Total 
10,109 

Average Teacher Salary $57,694 

 

  

During the testing years 2004-2005 through 2006-2007, the Darin School 

District exhibited an increase in the percent of students passing the Reading test in 

grades five, eight, and eleven.  During the school year 2004-2005, 35.5 percent of 

the students tested passed the Reading test.  In the school year 2005-2006, 38.1 

percent of the students passed the test.  Scores rose again during the school year 

2006-2007 to 41 percent testing proficient.  Mathematics scores observed over the 
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same time period showed continuous improvement.  Results from the 2004-2005 

school year indicated that of the students tested, 37.4 percent were noted as being 

proficient in Mathematics.  In the subsequent year, 2005-2006, 41.9 percent of the 

tested students were proficient in math and again in 2006-2007 scores went up to 45 

percent passing the math test. 

 During the time period, 2005-2006 through 2006-2007, the state reported a 

decrease in the graduation rate of students in high school according to AYP data.  

Graduation rates decreased from 70.15 percent to 68.49 percent. 

 According to the State Department of Education in which the Darin School 

District presides, a district that misses meeting AYP goals for the first year is placed 

on Warning Status.  A district that fails to meet AYP for the second consecutive 

academic year will be placed on School Improvement 1 status.  Should the district 

fail to meet the AYP targets in the following year (year 3 not meeting AYP) the 

district will be placed on School Improvement 2 status.  In each consecutive year 

thereafter, failure to make AYP will result in the designation of Corrective Action 1 

status and then Corrective Action 2.  Continued failure to make AYP will result in 

Corrective Action 2 with the year designation afterwards.  Corrective Action 2 means 

that the district may be subject to state actions such as deferring programmatic 

funds or reducing administrative funds, implementing new curriculum, replacing staff, 

appointing a trustee to administer the district in place of the Superintendent and 

school board, establishing alternative arrangements for supervision of certain 

schools, and abolishing or restructuring the district.  Districts that meet their AYP 
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targets for two consecutive years may return to good standing with the Met AYP 

status.  The Darin School District failed to meet 2006-2007 AYP goals in the 

following areas: 1) Reading – grades three through five, six through eight, and nine 

through twelve, 2) Math - grades three through five, six through eight, and nine 

through twelve, 3) Reading test participation – nine through twelve, 4) Math test 

participation – nine through twelve, and 5) Graduation Rate.  The Darin district is 

currently in Corrective Action 2 (year five) for the 2007-2008 school year. 

 

Table 13:  Darin District Performance on State Mandated Tests 
 

2004-05 
 

2005-06 
 

2006-07 
 

Grades five, eight and eleven (reading) 
 

35.5% 
 

38.1% 
 

41% 
 

Grades five, eight and eleven (math) 
 

37.4% 
 

41.9% 
 

45% 
 

High school graduation rates  Not 
Available 

 

70.15% 
 

68.49% 
 * Students passing state mandated tests are listed as percentages. 
 

 

Superintendent Franks and Johnson School District 

 Superintendent Franks and the Johnson School District are located in the 

Northeastern region of the United States.  Superintendent Franks was appointed to 

the position in August 2005 without any previous experience as a superintendent.  

His predecessor was a traditional superintendent.  He came to the district after 

serving as the Chair of a Northeastern state’s Education Committee while working 

for several years to direct and guide the passage of the Education Reform Act of 

1993.  In 1994 Superintendent Franks ran an unsuccessful gubernatorial campaign.  
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He previously taught Political Science at a small liberal arts university in the 

Northeast while also serving as Director of the Public Policy Center.  Superintendent 

Franks earned a Bachelor of Arts degree from an elite Northeastern university and 

went on to earn a Juris Doctorate from the same university. 

 The Johnson School District is comprised of 65 schools that have a student 

enrollment of 29,445 students.  During the last three consecutive reporting years 

(2004-2007), the district has seen a decline in student enrollment of 3,216 students.  

Of the 29,445 enrolled students, a demographic breakdown of the district is as 

follows: 1) Black - 61.5 percent, 2) White – 35.74 percent, 3) Asian – 1.56 percent, 

4) Hispanic – 1.06 percent, and 5) American Indian - .13 percent.  The district 

reports that 68 percent of the students are from low-income families and that 

approximately 1.2 percent of the students are enrolled in English as a Second 

Language (ESL) classes and speak fifty-one native languages from thirty-nine 

countries according to 2007 data from the district website. 

 The current annual operating budget for the Johnson School District is $525.9 

million.  During the fiscal year 2005-2006, per student expenditures were set at 

$15,941.  The district has 5,230 employees, with 2,992 professional employees 

including teachers, nurses, school counselors, and school psychologists.  Average 

teacher salary in the district is $65,510 according to data from 2007. 
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Table 14:  Johnson School District Demographics and Facts 

Student Enrollment 
     Black 
     White 
     Asian 
     Hispanic 
     American Indian 

29,445 
    61.50% 
    35.74% 
      1.56% 
      1.06% 
        .13% 

Low Income Families 68% 

English as a Second Language 1.2% 

District Operating Budget $525.9 million 

Per Pupil Expenditures $15,941 per pupil 

District Employees 
     Professional Employees 

5,230 Total 
2,992 

 

Average Teacher Salary 
 

$65,510 
 

  

During the testing years 2004-2005 through the 2006-2007 school year, the 

Johnson School District exhibited an overall decrease in the percent of students 

passing the Reading test in grade five.  Students in grade eight exhibited an overall 

significant increase in test proficiency with a slight loss in 2007, while students in 

grade eleven demonstrated an overall increase in reading proficiency.  Scores on 

the Reading test for fifth graders during the 2004-2005 through 2006-2007 were as 

follows: 46 percent, 46 percent, and 41.6 percent proficient respectively.  Students in 

grade eight exhibited the following scores over the same time period: 49 percent, 58 

percent, and 57.7 percent.  The eleventh graders produced an increase in test 

scores during the three year time period.  Proficiency scores for 2004-2005 through 

2006-2007 were as follows: 51 percent, 51 percent, and 53 percent proficient over 
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the time period.  The school district experienced an overall increase in the percent of 

students passing the Math test in grades five, eight, and eleven.  There was a .3 

percent decrease by fifth graders in Math proficiency during the 2006-2007 school 

year.  Scores for fifth graders over the 2004-2005 through 2006-2007 time period 

were: 56 percent, 58 percent, and 57.7 percent passing the test.  Students in grade 

eight exhibited an increase in proficiency over the same time period with the results 

as follows: 46 percent, 46 percent, and 50.9 percent reported as proficient.  Grade 

eleven students produced similar increases in proficiency by posting the following 

scores: 38 percent, 40 percent, and 43.9 percent proficient in Math over the 2004-

2005 through 2006-2007 time period. 

 During the time period, 2004-2005 through 2006-2007, the state reported an 

overall increase in the graduation rate of students in high school according to AYP 

data.  High school graduation rates were 76.76 percent in 2004-2005, rose to 90.59 

percent in 2005-2006, and were 88.01 percent for the 2006-2007 school year. 

 According to the State Department of Education in which the Johnson School 

District presides, a district that misses meeting AYP goals for the first year is placed 

on Warning Status.  A district that fails to meet AYP for the second consecutive 

academic year will be placed on School Improvement 1 status.  Should the district 

fail to meet the AYP targets in the following year (year 3 not meeting AYP) the 

district will be placed on School Improvement 2 status.  In each consecutive year 

thereafter, failure to make AYP will result in the designation of Corrective Action 1 

status and then Corrective Action 2.  Continued failure to make AYP will result in 
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Corrective Action 2 with the year designation afterwards.  Corrective Action 2 means 

that the district may be subject to action taken by the state such as, deferring 

programmatic funds or reducing administrative funds, implementing new curriculum, 

replacing staff, appointing a trustee to administer the district in place of the 

Superintendent and school board, establishing alternative arrangements for 

supervision of certain schools, and abolishing or restructuring the district.  Districts 

that meet their AYP targets for two consecutive years may return to good standing 

with the Met AYP status.  The Johnson School District failed to meet 2006-2007 

AYP goals in the following areas: 1) Reading – grades three through five, six through 

eight, and nine through twelve, and 2) Math - grades six through eight, and nine 

through twelve.  The Johnson district is currently in Corrective Action 2 (year one) 

going into the 2007-2008 school year. 

 

Table 15:  Johnson District Performance on State Mandated Tests 
 

2004-05 
 

2005-06 
 

2006-07 
 

Grades five (reading) 
 

46% 
 

46% 
 

41.6% 
 

Grades eight (reading) 
 

49% 
 

58% 
 

57.7% 
 

Grade eleven (reading) 
 

51% 
 

51% 
 

53% 
 

Grades five (math) 
 

56% 
 

58% 
 

57.7% 
 

Grades eight (math) 
 

46% 
 

46% 
 

50.9% 
 

Grade eleven (math) 
 

38% 
 

40% 
 

43.9% 
 

High school graduation rates 
 

76.76% 
 

90.59% 
 

88.01% 
 * Students passing state mandated tests are listed as percentages. 
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Superintendent Grady and Bartles School District 

 Superintendent Grady and the Bartles School District are located in the 

Central Atlantic region of the United States.  Superintendent Grady was appointed 

by the Mayor of Bartles as the superintendent in June 2007 to replace a traditional 

superintendent.  Now entering the first year in the position, this is the first opportunity 

for Superintendent Grady to lead a public school district.  He came to the district 

after founding and running a new teacher project in 1997.  Prior to that, he served as 

a teacher in an Eastern metropolitan area for three years.  Superintendent Grady 

earned a Bachelor’s degree from an elite Northeastern university and went on to 

earn a Master’s degree in public policy with a concentration in education policy from 

another elite Northeastern university. 

 The Bartles School District is comprised of 144 schools that have a student 

enrollment of 50,000 students.  During the last three consecutive reporting years 

(2005-2007), the district has seen a decline in student enrollment of 11,137.  Of the 

50,000 enrolled students, a demographic breakdown of the district is as follows: 1) 

Black – 82.04 percent, 2) Hispanic – 10.82 percent, 3) White – 5.4 percent, and 4) 

Asian/Pacific Islanders – 1.64 percent.  The district reports that 61.5 percent of the 

students come from low-income families and that approximately twelve percent of 

the students are classified as linguistically and culturally diverse and eight percent 

are non-English proficient or limited-English proficient with 74.4 percent of this group 

speaking Spanish.  There are 135 different nationalities represented in the district 

with 121 different languages spoken.  Among the languages spoken are Chinese, 
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Vietnamese, Amharic, and French.  The district also reports that 61.5 percent of the 

students come from low income homes according to data from the district website 

for 2005-2006. 

 The current annual operating budget for the Bartles School District is 

approximately $1 billion.  During the fiscal year 2005-2006, per student expenditures 

were set at $12,612.  The district has 11,500 employees, and the average teacher 

salary in the district is $71,819 according to data from 2006-2007. 

 

Table 16:  Bartles School District Demographics and Facts 

Student Enrollment 
     Black 
     Hispanic 
     White 
     Asian/Pacific Islanders 

50,000 
    82.04% 
    10.82% 
      5.40% 
      1.64% 

Low Income Families 61.5% 

Linguistically and culturally diverse 12% 

Non/Limited English Proficient   8% 

District Operating Budget $1 billion 

Per Pupil Expenditures $12,612 per pupil 

District Employees 11,500 

Average Teacher Salary $71,819 
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 During the testing years 2004-2005 through the 2006-2007 school year, the 

Bartles School District exhibited a significant decrease in the percent of elementary 

students passing the Reading and Math tests followed by a slight gain in proficiency 

in 2007.  Scores on the Reading test for elementary students from 2004-2005 

through 2006-2007 were as follows: 49.31 percent, 36.87 percent, and 37.71 

percent proficient respectively.  Student scores in math during the same time period 

exhibited the following scores: 56.47 percent, 26.48 percent, and 30.09 percent 

respectively.  High school students demonstrated an increase on the Reading test 

scores during the three year time period.  Proficiency scores for reading from 2004-

2005 through 2006-2007 were as follows: 30.52 percent, 31.75 percent, and 33.94 

percent proficient over the time period.  Math scores during the same time period 

exhibited an initial decrease followed by an increase for the 2006-2007 reporting 

period.  The math scores for the reporting period 2004-2005 through 2006-2007 

were as follows: 34.22 percent, 25.66 percent, and 32.07 percent proficient 

respectively.  During the time period 2005-2006 through 2006-2007, the state 

reported a decrease in the graduation rate of students in high school according to 

AYP data.  Graduation rates decreased from 73 percent to 66.23 percent. 

 According to the State Department of Education in which the Bartles School 

District presides, a district that does not meet AYP goals for two consecutive years is 

identified as a district In Need of Improvement Year 1.  Should the district fail to 

meet AYP goals in the next year, the district will be identified as In Need of 

Improvement Year 2 status.  Continued failure to meet AYP targets in the following 
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year will place the district in Corrective Action.  Failure to meet AYP objectives in the 

following year will place the district in Restructuring status.  Districts can return to 

good standing by meeting the AYP targets for two consecutive years.  The Bartles 

School District failed to meet 2006-2007 AYP goals in the following areas: 1) 

Reading – elementary grades, 2) Math – elementary grades, 3) Reading – 

secondary grades, and 4) Math – secondary grades.  The Bartles district is currently 

in Restructuring status in the 2007-2008 school year. 

 

Table 17:  Bartles District Performance on State Mandated Tests 
 

2004-05 
 

2005-06 
 

2006-07 
 

Elementary grades (reading) 
 

49.31% 
 

36.87% 
 

37.71% 
 

Elementary grades (math) 
 

56.47% 
 

26.48% 
 

30.09% 
 

High school (reading) 
 

30.52% 
 

31.75% 
 

33.94% 
 

High school (math) 
 

34.22% 
 

25.66% 
 

32.07% 
 

High school graduation rates Not 
Available 

 

73% 
 

66.23% 
 * Students passing state mandated tests are listed as percentages. 
 

 
 Additionally, during the 2005 and 2007 school years, the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) administered reading and math 

assessments to students in grades four and eight.  The reading and math scale 

scores ranged form zero to 500 for both tests.  Fourth graders in the Bartles School 

District averaged a 191 scale score in 2005 and a 197 scale score during the 2007 

school year on the reading assessment.  The Bartles District students’ average 

score was below basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with eleven 
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percent and fourteen percent of the overall district students tested scoring at or 

above proficiency respectively.  Fourth graders taking the mathematics assessment 

averaged a 211 scale score in 2005 and a 214 scale score in 2007.  The Bartles 

District students’ average score was below basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 

and 2007 with 10 percent and 14 percent of the overall district students tested 

scoring at or above proficiency respectively.  Eighth graders in the Bartles School 

District averaged a 238 scale score in 2005 and a 241 scale score during the 2007 

school year on the reading assessment.  The Bartles District students’ average 

score was below basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with 12 percent of 

the overall district students tested scoring at or above proficiency for both years.  

Eighth graders taking the mathematics assessment averaged a 245 scale score in 

2005 and a 248 scale score in 2007.  The Bartles District students’ average score 

was below basic levels of proficiency in both 2005 and 2007 with seven percent and 

eight percent of the overall district students tested scoring at or above proficiency 

respectively. 
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Table 18:  National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

 

2005 
 

2007 
 

Grade four (reading) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade four (math) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade four students at/above proficiency (reading) 
 

11% 
 

14% 
 

Grade four students at/above proficiency (math) 
 

10% 
 

14% 
 

Grade eight (reading) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade eight (math) 
 

Below Basic 
 

Below Basic
 

Grade eight students at/above proficiency (reading) 
 

12% 
 

12% 
 

Grade eight students at/above proficiency (math) 
 

  7% 
 

  8% 
 * NAEP reading and math were collected in the 2005 and 2007 school years 
   in grade four and eight. 

 

 

Summary of Performance Data 

 An overall summary of the district student achievement data finds evidence of 

improvement as well as deterioration during the collection years of 2004-05 through 

2006-2007.  The Merrill School District exhibited continuous and positive growth 

among students in grades three through eight.  However, students in grade eleven 

exhibited declines in academic performance according to state data.  The enrollment 

is down over the three year period 2004-2007 by 20,631 students and graduation 

rates have deteriorated, falling from 74 percent in 2004 to 66 percent in 2007.  The 

district is on Academic Watch Status after not making AYP for the fourth consecutive 

year in reading and math.  Additionally, according to NAEP data of fourth and eighth 

grade students collected during the 2005 and 2007 school year, the Merrill District 

students scored below the basic levels of proficiency in fourth grade reading and 
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eighth grade math.  During the same time period, the students only achieved at 

basic levels of proficiency for fourth grade math and eighth grade reading compared 

to other districts nationwide. 

 The Nora School District exhibited overall improvements in proficiency in 

elementary math, middle school reading and math, and high school math.  However, 

there were overall declines in elementary and high school reading scores over the 

same period according to state department of education data.  The district exhibited 

marginal enrollment swings, yet, the graduation rate fell from 77 percent in 2004 to 

52 percent in 2007.  The Nora School District is currently on Corrective Action Year 

Two for not making AYP during the four previous years.  The district failed to meet 

AYP status for reading, mathematics, and graduation rate during the 2006-2007 

school year. 

 The Glen School District experienced some increases in student performance 

during the last three years (2004-2007).  English and math scores were up for 

elementary, middle, and high school students.  However, there was a decline in 

student enrollment of 36,566 students during the last three years (2004-2007) and 

high school graduation rates fell from 65.7 percent in 2004 to 62.8 percent in 2007.  

According to the state department of instruction that the Glen School District is in, 

the district is currently on Program Improvement Year Three status for the 2007-

2008 school year.  The district failed to meet AYP status for English and language 

arts as well as graduation rate during the 2006-2007 school year.  NAEP data of 

fourth and eighth grade students collected during the 2005 and 2007 school year 
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indicated that the Glen District students scored below the basic level of proficiency in 

fourth grade reading and at the basic level of proficiency in fourth grade math.  

During the same time period, the students scored below the basic levels of 

proficiency for eighth grade reading and math. 

 The Elkins School District realized increases in math performance for grades 

three through eight as well as an increase in the percentage of high school students 

passing the mandated five tests required for graduation by the state.  English scores 

for students in grades three through eight experienced an overall decrease.  During 

the time period 2004-2007 there was a decline in student enrollment of 33,200 

students while graduation rates increased from 58.2 percent to 59.7 percent.  The 

graduation rate of students within seven years of entering high school also increased 

from 67.6 percent to 69.5 percent during the collection period.  The Elkins School 

District had five districts of thirty-two are in Good Standing entering the 2007-2008 

school year.  The other twenty-seven districts were in Need of Improvement status 

of various years’ standing, and were cited for failure to meet AYP goals in the 

English/language arts area.  In addition, seven districts did not meet AYP targets in 

Math and one district did not meet the AYP target for graduation rates.  According to 

NAEP data of fourth and eighth grade students collected during the 2005 and 2007 

school year, the Elkins District students scored at the basic level of proficiency in 

fourth grade reading and math.  During the same time period, the students scored at 

the basic levels of proficiency for eighth grade reading and math as well.  The Elkins 

District experienced the most success at improving student achievement, with the 
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highest percentage of students scoring at and above proficiency according to NAEP 

assessments of all the districts studied. 

 The Darin School District students demonstrated increases in both reading 

and math in grades five, eight, and eleven during the 2004 through 2007 time period.  

There was a decline in student enrollment during this time period of 21,269 students 

and graduation rates fell from 70.15 percent in 2006 to 68.49 during the 2007 school 

year.  The Darin School District failed to meet 2006-2007 AYP goals in the following 

areas: 1) Reading – grades three through five, six through eight, and nine through 

twelve, 2) Math - grades three through five, six through eight, and nine through 

twelve, 3) Reading test participation – nine through twelve, 4) Math test participation 

– nine through twelve, and 5) Graduation Rate.  The Darin district was in Corrective 

Action 2 (year five) entering the 2007-2008 school year. 

 The Johnson School District realized a decline in student enrollment of 3,216 

students during the three year period 2004-2007 while graduation rates rose from 

76.76 percent in 2004-2005, to 90.59 percent in 2005-2006, 88.01 percent for the 

2006-2007 school year.  Student performance witnessed an overall decline in 

reading at grade five while overall student proficiency increased in math at grades 

five, eight, and eleven as well as reading at grades eight and eleven.  The Johnson 

School District failed to meet 2006-2007 AYP goals in the following areas: 1) 

Reading – grades three through five, six through eight, and nine through twelve, and 

2) Math - grades six through eight, and nine through twelve.  The Johnson district 

was in Corrective Action 2 (year one) entering the 2007-2008 school year. 
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 The Bartles School District witnessed a decline in student enrollment of 

11,137 students during the three year period 2004-2007, while graduation rates fell 

from 73 percent in 2004 to 66.23 in 2007.  Student achievement decreased overall 

from 2004 to 2007 in both reading and math in the elementary level and math at the 

high school level while a sustained increase in student proficiency was noted in high 

school reading.  The Bartles School District failed to meet 2006-2007 AYP goals in 

the following areas: 1) Reading – elementary grades, 2) Math – elementary grades, 

3) Reading – secondary grades, and 4) Math – secondary grades.  The Bartles 

district was in Restructuring status going into the 2007-2008 school year.  

Additionally, according to NAEP data of fourth and eighth grade students collected 

during the 2005 and 2007 school year, the Glen District students scored below the 

basic level of proficiency in both fourth and eighth grade reading and math. 

Commonalities in Background, Training, and Experience 

 During the personal interviews (Appendix A) with the seven non-traditional 

superintendents of the Council of the Great City Schools, several themes emerged 

as commonalities in their backgrounds, training, and work experiences.  Despite 

differences in professional background or career path, all seven were highly 

educated and had experienced significant professional success in their chosen 

fields. 

 All seven of the superintendents were graduates of highly selective 

universities or military colleges.  Superintendents Allison, Bertram, Dallas, Franks, 

and Grady attended some of the most elite universities in the United States.  
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Superintendents Carswell and Emmy attended two of the nation’s most prestigious 

military colleges for leadership training.  Superintendents Bertram, Dallas, and 

Franks earned law degrees from prestigious universities while Superintendent Grady 

pursued a degree in Government from one of the same institutions.  All seven 

individuals pursued rigorous academic studies, resulting in the development of 

robust critical thinking and analytic abilities. 

 All of the superintendents exhibit political savvy and ties to political networks, 

either at the local, state, or federal level.  Two of the superintendents served in a 

counsel capacity to a United States President and another served as a state 

legislator.  Other superintendents had various levels of political experience or 

connection, including work with the U.S. Department of Education, military 

command, and close ties to local political leaders.  Superintendent Bertram served 

as a clerk for a federal judge and then served in a large private law firm in the East.  

After that, Superintendent Bertram served as a counsel to the Deputy Attorney 

General of the United States.  Shortly afterward, he returned to the Northeast and 

became an Assistant U.S. Attorney.  Superintendent Dallas, originally from Elkins 

Township, was a practicing attorney in the East before taking the position as Deputy 

Counsel to a U.S. President for four years.  Superintendent Dallas went on to head 

the U.S. Department of Justice’s antitrust division and then became the chairman 

and chief executive officer as well as chief U.S. liaison officer with a media company.  

Superintendent Franks was a state legislator in the Northeast.  While in the 

legislature, he served as the Chair of the state’s Education Committee and worked 
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for several years to direct and guide the passage of the state’s Education Reform 

Act of 1993.  Shortly after working on the legislation, he ran an unsuccessful 

campaign for the Governor’s position in the Northeastern state.  Superintendent 

Franks taught Political Science at a small liberal arts university in the Northeast while 

also serving as the director of the public policy center on the campus.  

Superintendent Grady also has political links to the U.S. Department of Education, 

serving in advisory roles over teacher quality issues while running the new teacher 

project.  He also worked with a majority of the urban school districts in the country to 

recruit, staff, and train new teachers.  Both Superintendents Carswell and Emmy had 

vast political experience dealing with the top tier of U.S. military and Department of 

Defense officials, as well as with other government agencies and officials.  The 

superintendents previously ran their commands while lobbying with military and 

government officials on troop reassignments, base realignments, and budgeting 

issues.  Superintendent Carswell was responsible for the educational programs of 

military personnel and their families at his command in the South.  Superintendent 

Emmy was the commanding officer of a military base in the East.  Superintendent 

Allison, who hails from Merrill, has been the superintendent there for six years.  Prior 

to accepting the position, he had worked in the district for two and a half years.  

Being from the Merrill Township and working there for the last ten years has afforded 

him the opportunity to establish and develop links to the local political network in 

Merrill. 
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 Six of the superintendents had senior leadership experience in either private 

businesses or the military prior to assuming the superintendent role.  Superintendent 

Allison ran a non-profit educational foundation.  While running the foundation, he 

was instrumental in developing a small public school.  Superintendent Bertram 

worked for a local investment company restructuring billions of dollars in corporate 

debt and overseeing investments of $500 million.  Superintendent Carswell operated 

a military command that had appropriations of $3.5 billion and was responsible for 

the educational programs of military personnel and their families.  Superintendent 

Dallas served as the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and Chairman of a global media 

company with $20 billion in annual revenues.  Superintendent Emmy was the 

commanding officer of a military base in the East, with responsibility for budget and 

operations.  Superintendent Grady was the founder and CEO of a new teacher 

project organization, with responsibility for finances, operations, and management of 

the enterprise. 

Hiring Practices and Implementing School Reform Initiatives 

 The superintendents exhibited diverse approaches with respect to hiring 

practices and implementation of reform initiatives.  Some of the superintendents 

noted their lack of pertinent pedagogical expertise when making these decisions.  

One respondent avoided answering this question and did not provide any specific 

information. 

 Superintendent Allison provided the following information when asked about 

the background information drawn upon when hiring educators to work in the 
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system: “I try to really hire a mix.  I try to hire great educators but I try to hire a lot of 

non-traditionals.  I try to bring in great people from the business community, great 

people from the non-profit community, and people from the universities.  I'm looking 

for a couple things.  I'm looking for people that have a huge heart and passion for 

children, and looking for folks who are committed to change.  I'm looking for people 

who are really willing to push and I really like strong personalities.  I want people 

who are going to challenge me and challenge the system, and not tell me what I 

want to hear, but what I need to hear.  And you need people who just have a real 

sense of mission.  So I look at skill sets, but I look at people's values, and their 

commitment, their passion, and sort of those personal characteristics are very, very 

important to me as we've tried to build our team.”  Superintendent Allison’s response 

to the question seemed to focus around the hiring of non-traditionals, business 

community members, great people from the non-profit community, universities, 

people with a passion for children, and people with a commitment to change.  

Superintendent Allison did state the district did “try to hire great educators”; however, 

he did not further qualify the answer with what constituted “great” and how well the 

effort was going.  When asked if there were any professional experiences that were 

drawn upon when approving or implementing school reform initiatives, 

Superintendent Allison provided the following responses.  He stated, “we have sort 

of three core strategies: one around instructional excellence, one around talent 

acquisition and development, and one around more learning opportunities.  We try to 

really focus the districts on becoming world class in those three areas and trying not 
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to change strategies or change focus or chase the latest fad or newspaper headline 

or crisis.  And so we've tried to limit what we do, but then have a very strong 

accountability system in a series of metrics by which we measure our progress 

annually and hold ourselves accountable of where we're making progress and where 

we're not.”  He stated that the district does not chase fads or newspaper headlines.  

However, without relevant pedagogical knowledge and experience, one is left to 

wonder how the “fads and newspaper headlines” are distinguished from sound 

academic endeavors.  Also, to focus on being “world class” would tend to imply a 

direct relationship to accountability.  The conclusions that could be drawn from this 

information are: 1) that there is not enough attention being focused on hiring quality, 

pedagogically versed educators, and 2) that a stronger accountability system needs 

to be put into place for all district level officials. 

 Superintendent Bertram responded with the following information when asked 

about the background information drawn upon when hiring educators to work in the 

system: “The first thing I needed to do was go hire somebody to be the chief 

academic officer, in part to give the public and the system confidence because I 

didn't have a relevant background in K-12.  Actually, the first thing I did was I wrote 

out to various foundations and others asking them to send me job descriptions for a 

chief academic advisor or officer, and they were terrible, I thought.  So, I actually 

wrote my own job description and the commissioner of education came over to see 

me and said, you realize you're never going to be able to find somebody that meets 

the requirements that you've set out.  I got incredibly lucky and I hired an amazingly 
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gifted guy from a Northeastern city, who has a very extensive background in English 

language acquisition, as well as math and science.  So, I sort of hit the trifecta with 

him.  When hiring principals, I always interview them at the end.  The conversation I 

have with them is that I'm not hiring you simply to run your building.  We're hiring you 

to help lead the transformation of the school district and for you to be able to do that 

you need to really be an instructional leader.  I would say in terms of, you know, 

what background information we draw on, we are very focused on hiring people that 

really understand quality, and what quality instruction looks like.  We're a lot less 

interested in people that, you know, have sort of managerial backgrounds.”  

 Superintendent Bertram’s response to the question was centrally focused 

around the hiring of a credible Chief Academic Officer (CAO) to earn the confidence 

of the public stakeholders and system educators since he acknowledged having no 

relevant background in K-12 education.  Involving a pedagogically-sound CAO in 

district hiring and reform efforts appears to be a reasonable decision for 

implementing district transformation.  When asked if there were any professional 

experiences that were drawn upon when approving or implementing school reform 

initiatives, Superintendent Bertram provided the following responses.  “You’ve got to 

find a way to make people want to do the things you're asking them to do, which 

means that you got to take the time to make them understand why you're asking 

them to do it and what's wrong with the way things are being done already.  It is a 

conviction that's borne out of professional experiences from bankruptcy estates; for 

example, you have all kinds of competing constituencies, and people that don't see 
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their self-interests in pushing the enterprises as a whole forward.”  Here again, being 

able to have the district staff to buy into a transformation plan for the district as well 

as show them where the mistakes are being made should prove to be beneficial.  

Building leadership teams that are cohesive, trusting, and have sound academic 

leadership and support should prove to engage the team in district transformation.  

Conclusions could be drawn that Superintendent Bertram is utilizing his Chief 

Academic Officer to establish credibility, gain the trust of the public, and gain the 

trust and confidence of the district educators. 

 Superintendent Carswell provided the following information when asked about 

the background information drawn upon when hiring educators to work in the 

system.  He stated that “we run something called due diligence.  We look into their 

(perspective employees) background; and we obviously do a fairly rigorous interview 

process.  We're being very deliberate in this, and what I'm using right now is this 

rigorous search firm in a nationwide search.”  Superintendent Carswell never 

explained in any further detail what exactly went into the “due diligence” process.  

The interviewer seemed to get conflicting answers to the question as a whole.  First, 

Superintendent Carswell stated that the district “ran a due diligence” and “looked into 

their employee’s backgrounds followed by a fairly rigorous interview process.”  In 

one of his next statements, Superintendent Carswell stated that the district was 

utilizing a “rigorous search firm in a nationwide search.”  Conclusions could not be 

drawn on what background information the superintendent would draw upon when 
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hiring educators for the district, or who was responsible for the hiring of educators in 

the district. 

 When asked if there were any professional experiences that were drawn upon 

when approving or implementing school reform initiatives, Superintendent Carswell 

provided the following responses.  “We are developing a focus group and survey 

program here because one of the things I’ve noticed is that we're not doing very well 

in terms of customer service, customers being parents, students, as well as the 

community.  So we're going to, and this is what I learned in my military experience 

because we were having a real bad attrition problem, start a series of focus groups, 

that's what we would call, command climate surveys.  So what you're going to see 

here in our district, I’m going to go out with a series of surveys and focus groups, 

and we're going to assess the culture.  I already know from the one year that I've 

been here, that the parents have already told us that we need to work on our front 

offices in our schools.  We're going to have directors of first impression training for 

our school administrators and administrative assistants in the front office, but not so 

much because we feel that they're that bad, because they also have to know how to 

deal with irate parents.  So we're also going to work with teachers and their 

relationships with the parents.  But more importantly, we want to find out what is 

really going on inside of this organization.  So a series of surveys and focus groups 

will become a part of the culture so that we can make the policy changes that are 

necessary and provide the leadership training that is necessary.”  Superintendent 

Carswell seems to prefer delegating many aspects of hiring as well as selecting 
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reform initiatives.  He has outsourced some of the hiring functions by using search 

firms to recommend and hire employees for the district.  He also plans to utilize 

focus groups and surveys to assess district culture and recommend policy changes. 

 After an extensive and lengthy interview with Superintendent Carswell, 

conclusions could be made that he is comfortable delegating certain decisions, and 

is more of a consensus builder than a visionary leader.  Based on test data and 

declining enrollment, the Glen district is in dire need of vision, direction, data-driven 

decision making, and commitment to implementing educational best practices.  It 

could not be determined if the “directors of first impression” will have any impact on 

the school administrators’ academic successes at their schools.  It could be that the 

parents are “irate” over the academic performance of the schools.  The conclusions 

that could be drawn from this information are: 1) that there is not enough attention 

being focused towards “hands on” accountability to hiring quality, pedagogically 

versed educators to provide academic supervision in the schools, and 2) there is a 

need for a less “laissez-faire” approach to district leadership. 

 Superintendent Dallas responded with the following information when asked 

about the background information drawn upon when hiring educators to work in the 

system.  He stated that, “I draw on two things, and I focus very critically on this.  I 

hire my team and my team hires their team.  You know, I don't hire other people's 

teams.  But, I look very heavily on what I think is a set of complementary 

relationships that build an effective team.  Some people come with strong 

instructional skills, and that's something, I mean a long background in teaching 
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which is not something that I brought to the job.  Then I look for other people that 

have real operational skills, because when you bring change to the system, if you 

don't have operational skills, all you're doing is talking.  Then I look for people that 

have financial or technical, or technology skills.  And then I look for people 

sometimes who have different, you know, negotiating or sort of consensus building 

skills.  So I have a team that reflects the range of talent and skill that I need.  I focus 

very heavily on the way we recruit, train and support principals.  I really believe the 

magic ingredient in school reform happens at the school, and it depends on the 

quality of school leadership.  If you get that right, you have a fighting chance, and if 

you don't, it won't happen.” 

 Superintendent Dallas’ response to the question was focused on a systemic 

assembling of a professional, academically-sound leadership staff to assist in 

making district decisions.  Clear autonomy is given to team members to assemble 

their groups.  Conclusions can be drawn that Superintendent Dallas is confident in 

his ability to select quality team members and he accepts responsibility for these 

decisions. 

 When asked if there were any professional experiences that were drawn upon 

when approving or implementing school reform initiatives, Superintendent Dallas 

provided the following responses.  “Well, you know that's about effective 

management, it's about process, it's about making sure you hear from a large variety 

of different people, and those are all things that I do.  When you're trying to make 

major changes, you can't guarantee that they will work, and it seems to me, what 
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you want to do is be bold, and when necessary make a mid-course correction.  

Those are traditional processes I associate with really transformational leadership.”  

Here again, having the confidence to draw from your professional staff on key district 

decision making is key to district improvement.  Superintendent Dallas seemingly 

understands the value of quality team members and the correct way to utilize 

effective team management skills.  Conclusions could be drawn that Superintendent 

Dallas is utilizing his professional staff’s individual talents to help establish ownership 

in the decision making efforts of a system exhibiting positive achievement growth.  

Employee trust, support for positive district transformation efforts, and work 

productivity should be high. 

 Superintendent Emmy provided the following information when asked about 

the background information drawn upon when hiring educators to work in the 

system.  He stated that “the background information I'm looking at is what they did, 

which school districts and what kind of results did they achieve in that school district.  

Do we philosophically agree on education courses of action?  But, I would like to 

think that the Chief Academic Officer and I tend to think alike on where we are going 

to go.  So, obviously the academician and myself would have to agree that we're 

going to be faithful to the reform we decide upon in schools.  And then there needs 

to be a bond, and there needs to be the way they do business.  I'm not a yeller and 

the screamer.  If I yell, I've lost it.  I don't like that.  So I won't hire anybody who 

thinks they will get the results by intimidating employees.” 
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 Superintendent Emmy is clearly focused on a systematic approach to overall 

business and leadership in the district.  This systematic approach may come from 

the military background as well as serving as Chief Operating Officer in two other 

large districts prior to becoming the superintendent.  Conclusions can be drawn that 

Superintendent Emmy and the CAO will evaluate all district hires in terms of 

previously exhibited successes by employees.  These decisions could prove to be 

instrumental in the academic success of the district.  However, further conclusions 

could be drawn that having persons serving the district in central office positions with 

similar philosophies could produce stagnant returns in overall implementation of 

academic objectives. 

 When asked if there were any professional experiences that were drawn upon 

when approving or implementing school reform initiatives, Superintendent Emmy 

provided the following responses.  “To get to be where you are, and you've seen 

successful project management and you've seen unsuccessful project management, 

so I guess I'm looking for all the standard textbook.  Is it in alignment?  Are the 

stakeholders on board?  Does it make sense?  Are we resourced properly?  Have 

we trained?  And are we going to roll it out?  If we didn't baseline it and it's all based 

on grants, does it go away next year?  Were the teachers trained?  So if it's not in 

alignment, and it's just a knee jerk reaction to a public demand, that's not the way to 

do a school system.”  It is obvious that Superintendent Emmy has witnessed some 

examples of successful and unsuccessful situations.  Continuing to be very 

systematic and focused on outcomes, while basing decisions on performance data, 
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would tend to be advantageous in running a successful district.  Conclusions can be 

drawn that a deliberate, data driven decision making process, stakeholder buy in, 

proper fiscal support, and employee training could produce positive academic and 

system results. 

 Superintendent Franks responded with the following information when asked 

about the background information drawn upon when hiring educators to work in the 

system.  He stated that, “I'm big on personal characteristics more than credentials.  

A sense of urgency, which I think is absolutely necessary to do this, and character.  I 

have made mistakes in hiring where I haven't put character at the central place.  So, 

I think I look more for personal traits than I do for any particular credential.”  

Superintendent Franks’ response was centralized around the traits of urgency and 

character.  While “a sense of urgency” could be viewed as a positive attribute, a 

clearer understanding of what will be implemented with “urgency” is desirable.  

Superintendent Franks’ focus on “urgency more than credentials” could lead to 

academic and district alignment issues being addressed quickly by employees 

without the necessary tools and training to make quality decisions.  Conclusions 

could be drawn that Superintendent Franks seems to be anxious to get the 

transformation plan for the district put into place quickly without any quality based 

direction. 

 When asked if there were any professional experiences that were drawn upon 

when approving or implementing school reform initiatives, Superintendent Franks 

provided the following responses.  “There would be now.  That's probably where I've 
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learned the most in my two and a half years here, and probably where I've made the 

most mistakes.  I think what I did wrong at first was not including enough of our on-

the-ground personnel in the development of curriculum changes, and I don't think I 

got enough buy-in.”  Superintendent Franks would have reaped more benefit from 

his “urgency more than credentials” paradigm if he had involved quality team 

members in the initial stages of his reform efforts. Conclusions could be drawn that 

Superintendent Franks has learned the importance of developing buy-in from his 

district professionals, and a focus on implementing programs for change will be 

more successful with the assistance and support of his “on-the-ground” professional 

staff. 

 Superintendent Grady provided the following information when asked about 

the background information drawn upon when hiring educators to work in the 

system.  He stated that “Well, I used to be in the business of teacher hiring.”  While 

hiring teachers is one aspect of the district, the Superintendent may not be the one 

hiring the teachers.  The hiring of data driven, credentialed, quality leaders for the 

schools and central office should be a part of the Superintendent’s responsibilities.  

However, no clear information was provided for how to accomplish this.  

Conclusions could be drawn that Superintendent Grady would associate the 

“business of teacher hiring” practices with the hiring of quality Chief Academic 

Officers, instructional support leaders, as well as principals. 

 When asked if there were any professional experiences that were drawn upon 

when approving or implementing school reform initiatives, Superintendent Grady 
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provided the following responses: “We worked with all of our clients with the teacher 

project.  We worked with them, to ensure that they were meeting federal NCLB 

mandates around highly qualified teachers.  I was a person who the U.S. 

Department of Education called on a lot of times to serve in an advisory role over 

teacher quality issues.  I also did that with several states.  So, I'm fully versed in lots 

of the state and federal mandates that existed, particularly around teacher quality, 

and was very involved in that.”  It is clear the Superintendent Grady feels well versed 

in approving and implementing school reform initiatives based on the work with the 

teacher project.  Conclusions could be drawn that Superintendent Grady will need 

little help in transforming the Bartles school district and that lessons learned with the 

teacher project will be a guide for district transformation. 

Skills and Traits Essential for Success as a Superintendent 

 Each of the superintendents provided a unique and in-depth assessment of 

which personal knowledge, skills, and traits they believed were essential for success 

as a superintendent.  The overarching themes provided by the superintendents were 

that of: 1) being a good manager, 2) possessing good people skills, 3) creating a 

vision, and 4) being firm in decision making.  Superintendents Carswell and Emmy 

both specifically identified a good board of education relationship as a key to 

success.  Their military backgrounds have seemingly provided them with an acute 

sensitivity for upper command decisions and directives.  Superintendents Dallas and 

Emmy identified possessing good leadership and accountability skills as key tools for 

success.  Their understanding of system processes and process improvement 
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measures should help them to be more effective change agents.  Superintendents 

Allison, Dallas, Emmy, and Grady all identified the skill of management as a key skill 

for success.  These superintendents have had experience in the corporate/military 

world of managing large businesses which can be viewed as a reason for their focus 

on outcomes.  Superintendents Dallas, Emmy, Franks, and Grady all identified the 

traits of persistence and perseverance as important.  Three of the superintendents 

identified “vision” as a key trait.  Superintendents Bertram, Dallas, and Grady all 

viewed as essential the ability to foresee the future structure and goals of the district 

while implementing change.  Only Superintendent Allison identified being a good 

listener as a key trait for success.  Likewise, Superintendent Allison was the only 

superintendent to identify the traits of instilling hope, leading with your heart, and 

being passionate about the job as keys to success. 

 Superintendent Allison responded with the following information when asked 

what knowledge, skills, or traits he believes are essential for success as a 

superintendent: “I think you have to both understand the education side as well as 

the business side.  These are huge businesses and you have to really be able to 

handle that.  I think you have to be a good listener.  I think there's a huge amount of 

great ideas out there that haven't had a chance to be implemented.  I think you have 

to be able and comfortable in many different settings, whether it's with downtown 

CEOs or working in the inner city.  The cross-constituency is part of the job I love, 

but you have to be able to navigate all that.  I think you have to be able to create a 

sense of hope, and I think you have to lead by example, that you have to put the 
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work in.  You have to lead with your heart and have people understand the passion 

you bring.”  While these are important and meaningful traits, it is also vital to focus 

on educational outcomes and make decisions based on sound pedagogical 

principles and performance data.  Conclusions could be drawn that Superintendent 

Allison may be viewed as a “passionate, leading from the heart, and by example” 

person by district constituents, but equal emphasis may need to be placed on 

achieving measurable and sustained improvements in student outcomes.  Leading a 

large urban district like Merrill, which has experienced significant deterioration in 

student performance, requires data-driven decision-making and reform initiatives. 

 Superintendent Bertram provided the following information when asked what 

knowledge, skills, or traits he believes are essential for success as a superintendent: 

“I think the recognition, particularly in the urban setting, that the existing system does 

not, fundamentally doesn't work, and that we have to be willing to depart from the 

status quo to make it work.  And what that means is, that you really have to be 

willing to sort of elevate your gaze from the day-to-day political struggle, and try to 

get people engaged in a much broader vision of what we need to do as a city, but I 

probably also would say as a country around this question of K-12.”  Having a 

fundamental understanding of the current absence of proper direction of the 

superintendent’s public school system is a key indicator for implementing change.  

Superintendent Bertram’s message to his constituents of showing them where the 

mistakes are being made as well as providing them with information for improvement 
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should provide his professional administrators and staff with a clear vision of what 

needs to take place for the district to improve its performance. 

 Superintendent Carswell responded with the following information when 

asked what knowledge, skills, or traits he believes are essential for success as a 

superintendent: “You have to have great people skills and political skills.  The politics 

surrounding education is phenomenal and I call it the adult agenda.  The adult 

agenda tends to basically override the student agenda and so the real challenge for 

a superintendent is, frankly speaking, managing the adult agenda so we can focus 

on student achievement.  Our board is very active and so they require that I really 

work very closely with them.  So, my job is really to work with that board to make 

sure we get a student agenda that any policies that we propose and pass really have 

a student focus.  Otherwise you are driven politically, and where you're driven 

politically, it does not work for the children.”  Superintendent Carswell was previously 

a military leader and clearly understands the hierarchy of organizations.  Being 

student driven in all decisions made for a school district comes without saying.  

However, when asked about hiring staff, Superintendent Carswell stated that, “We 

have not quite filled all of our positions in large part because, this is where politics 

begins to play into this, it's a little bit of politics in who you hire.  We have to get them 

through the board.”  It would seem that Superintendent Carswell is not yet prepared 

(entering his first year) to force the issue of who and what people that he ultimately 

needs to be successful in transforming and restructuring the district.  The fate of the 

district is in his hands and should be handled accordingly.  Understanding the 
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hierarchy of the organization is one thing; however, having the determination to 

implement the change agenda as well as recruit and hire the superintendent’s 

transformation team is critical, regardless of politics. 

 Superintendent Dallas provided the following information when asked what 

knowledge, skills, or traits he believes are essential for success as a superintendent.  

Superintendent Dallas stated, “I think you've got to understand, first of all, the 

necessary transformation that has to take place.  Then the first skill you need is 

really a vision for a different school system, and then the skills necessary to do the 

transformation.  Those skills are a mixture of good leadership and good 

management skills, bringing in the right people, delegating authority to them, holding 

people accountable, being able to stand up to the tough counter pressures that will 

come about when people fundamentally are trying to resist change, and change 

invariably.  We're running somewhat close to a $20 billion a year system, and a lot of 

people have a lot vested in our system.  So, you need the skills and the personal 

stamina to be able to withstand the inevitable pushback that's going to come when 

you take on such challenges.”  Superintendent Dallas voiced a clear vision and 

systematic approach to bringing about transformation.  The superintendent has 

focused on student educational growth and increased student proficiency in the 

district.  Superintendent Dallas’ efforts have resulted in the district currently out-

performing other large urban districts according to NAEP data.  Continued 

commitment to these skills and traits should continue to facilitate positive results for 

the district. 
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 Superintendent Emmy responded with the following information when asked 

what knowledge, skills, or traits he believes are essential for success as a 

superintendent?  Superintendent Emmy stated, “I think from my perspective the 

ability to make a decision on a given set of facts, and you do a risk assessment, and 

you just do it, that's a trait that's not necessarily shared by a lot of educators.  The 

other is the ability to communicate to the stakeholders, parent groups, taxpayers, et 

cetera.  The other is just the leadership and management that you'd have in any 

organization, and that's not unique to anybody.  Setting standards, following through, 

praising, punishing as appropriate.  But I think the things that set you apart is the 

ability to make it, and then balance the politics of making that decision.”  

Superintendent Emmy’s military background as well as previous public school district 

leadership positions have provided a strong set of skills and knowledge for success.  

Although it is the superintendent’s first year in the position, it seems as though the 

systematic approach to district improvement, sound management, leadership, and 

budgetary skills combined with perseverance may yield positive results. 

 Superintendent Franks provided the following information when asked what 

knowledge, skills, or traits he believes are essential for success as a superintendent.  

Superintendent Franks stated, “I think I would say personal characteristics or traits.  

My ability about these large systems is that their natural state is inertia.  And 

therefore, you have to understand that you have to push, shove, cajole, every single 

day, or it reverts to inertia.  So you have to be incredibly persistent, very dogged, 

and not scared.”  Superintendent Franks is clearly willing to serve as a tireless agent 
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for change, and feels this type of perseverance is necessary to implement needed 

reforms and bring about district improvement.  Superintendent Franks’ perception of 

the district’s “natural state of inertia,” does not mean that the professional staff and 

district employees are unable to change.  Regardless, it will take a dynamic and 

knowledgeable leader with a transformational skill set to lead the district to higher 

levels of performance. 

 Superintendent Grady responded with the following information when asked 

what knowledge, skills, or traits he believes are essential for success as a 

superintendent: “I think that you have to be someone who has a very clear vision.  I 

think you have to be a good manager.  I have to think you have to be somebody who 

can relate to the public and people.  And, I think that you have to be extraordinarily 

courageous and willing to make some hard calls that are going to make people 

upset, but, that are in the best interest of kids.”  Superintendent Grady has just taken 

over the position as superintendent of the Bartles School District.  It will be 

necessary for him have a clear vision for improvement of the district based on 

professionally-informed decisions in the immediate future.  The professional skills 

and traits that Superintendent Grady possesses and utilizes will invariably determine 

the success of the district. 

Student Achievement and Academic Performance 

 There is no question that superintendents leading the urban school districts in 

this exploratory case study have difficult issues to address.  Declining student 

enrollments, stagnant test scores, and poor AYP performance according to state 
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measures are some of the issues that must be addressed.  The superintendents in 

this study, ranging from a few months longevity to seven years of service in their 

district, realize that they will be held accountable for the district’s ultimate 

performance.  In order to correct years of dismal student performance, declining 

enrollments, declining graduation rates, and failure to meet AYP targets, there must 

be a clear leadership vision for transformation and a systematic approach to 

improvement.  In the case study, some of the superintendents and districts are 

making strides to meet the enormous challenges of their failing school districts and 

poor student performance.  For others in the case study, it is too soon due to limited 

time in their positions to tell if their endeavors will lead to improved student 

performance. 

 Superintendent Allison provided the following information when asked if 

student achievement and academic performance increases during his tenure: “We 

have a long, long way to go.  This job is nowhere near done, but, there's been a 

pretty dramatic improvement.  Our students in Merrill are actually improving at more 

than twice the rate as the rest of the state over the past six years.  So, we are 

closing the achievement gap, but it is not closed.  There's a long way to go, and the 

district is a ninety percent minority district, eighty-five percent of our students live 

below the poverty line.  So, in some senses we actually defined the achievement 

gap.  We are the achievement gap.  So, while we are very, very pleased with our 

progress and pleased with the sense of momentum, there's a heck of a lot of hard 

work still ahead of us.  There's a whole series of sort of core strategies that we've 
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tried to focus on, but the huge focus is on quality instruction and more time on task.  

We've put a ton of resources into early childhood programming, a lot into after 

school programming, enrichment and tutoring, and Saturday schools.  We've also 

dramatically improved the quality of the teaching force, with moving out a lot of 

teachers that weren’t helping kids.  And we have a phenomenal group of new 

teachers that have come to the system in the past couple years.  I think it's going to, 

over time, pay huge dividends.  The data sort of speaks for itself.  And I think, I 

learned a tremendous amount from the previous superintendent.  I was in an 

unbelievably unique opportunity to work for him for a couple years before he left.  

But we're just encouraged that all the trends are going the right way, that you have 

test scores at all time highs, graduation rates at all time highs, dropout rates at all 

time lows, violence is way down.  So trends are, luckily, very, very encouraging, but 

we've got to keep pushing very, very hard.” 

 Superintendent Allison’s school district has shown continuous and positive 

growth among students in grades three through eight.  However, students in grade 

eleven have shown declines in academic performance according to state data.  In 

addition, the enrollment is down over the three year period 2004-2007 by 20,631 

students and graduation rates have deteriorated, falling from 74 percent in 2004 to 

66 percent in 2007.  Superintendent Allison is entering his seventh year as 

superintendent and the Merrill School District is on Academic Watch Status after not 

making AYP for the fourth consecutive year in reading and math.  Additionally, 

according to NAEP data of fourth and eighth grade students collected during the 
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2005 and 2007 school year, the Merrill District students scored below the basic 

levels of proficiency in fourth grade reading and eighth grade math.  During the 

same time period, the students scored at basic levels of proficiency for fourth grade 

math and eighth grade reading. 

 Superintendent Bertram responded with the following information when asked 

if there had been an increase in student achievement and academic performance 

during his tenure ”The first year I was here we actually had the largest increase on 

our state assessments that we'd had in the district since they were given.  We had 

greater gains in our reading scores across the district than the last four years 

combined.  Last year we were flat in our, essentially flat in our results.”  When asked 

about AYP, Superintendent Bertram stated, “I think we're about where we were 

when I showed up.  To be honest with you that's not really where our focus is.  I 

think that people in the system have a much greater sense of urgency than they did 

before.  That doesn't necessarily lead to higher test scores, but it can help.  And I 

expect to see pretty big gains this year.  But we'll see.” 

 When looking at the three year span from 2004 through 2007, there have 

been overall improvements in proficiency in elementary math, middle school reading 

and math, and high school math.  However, there have been overall declines in 

elementary and high school reading scores over the same period according to state 

department of education data.  Likewise, the graduation rate has plummeted from a 

77 percent in 2004 to 52 percent in 2007.  When Superintendent Bertram was asked 

about AYP he stated, “To be honest with you that's not really where our focus is.”  



 
 
     
132 

Annual Yearly Progress should be a concern of Superintendent Bertram and all 

superintendents as they lead systems into the countdown years for NCLB with 

regard to federal funding and the potential of state-imposed restructuring. 

 As Superintendent Bertram enters into the second full year as superintendent, 

the Nora School District is currently on Corrective Action Year 2 for not making AYP 

during the four previous years.  The district has failed to meet AYP status for 

reading, mathematics, and graduation rate during the 2006-2007 school year.  It 

should be noted that Superintendent Bertram has replaced sixty principals during the 

last two years in a district that has 151 schools.  It will certainly take additional time 

before academic improvement and accountability measures can be fully realized by 

the Nora School District and Superintendent Bertram. 

 Superintendent Carswell provided the following information when asked if 

there had been an increase in student achievement and academic performance 

during his tenure: “Well, I have not had a full year.  My first full year, school year will 

not be until the end of August.  I have not had a chance to implement any of my 

programs.  I am now actually beginning to implement my programs, so we'll see 

what happens in August.”  The Glen district has seen some overall increases in 

student performance during the last three years (2004-2007).  Overall, the English 

and math scores are up for elementary, middle, and high school students.  However, 

there has been a decline in student enrollment of 36,566 students during the last 

three years (2004-2007) as well as a decrease in high school graduation rates 

during the same time period.  Graduation rates have fallen from 65.7 percent in 2004 
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to 62.8 percent in 2007.  It should be noted that Superintendent Carswell is entering 

the first full year of leadership in the district and some time will be needed to 

ascertain the needs of the district as well as the best way to address these needs. 

 According to the state department of instruction that the Glen School District 

is in, the district is currently on Program Improvement year three status for the 2007-

2008 school year.  The district has failed to meet AYP status for English and 

language arts as well as graduation rate during the 2006-2007 school year.  

Additionally, according to NAEP data of fourth and eighth grade students collected 

during the 2005 and 2007 school year, the Glen District students scored below the 

basic level of proficiency in fourth grade reading and at the basic level of proficiency 

in fourth grade math.  During the same time period, the students scored below the 

basic levels of proficiency for eighth grade reading and math. 

 Superintendent Dallas responded that, “Oh, test scores across the board and 

our graduation rates have risen and risen significantly.  In the past four years we've 

seen a ten point increase in graduation rates, which is significant.  That's twenty 

percent overall, given the base we started on.  Our reading scores, our math scores 

are up significantly.  We're outperforming the rest of our state, including comparable 

large cities.  I think our numbers have improved significantly, and in fairness, most of 

my predecessors served for a very short time.  Very good people, but very hard to 

do the serious transformational work until we had a system of mayoral control, 

where I pretty much knew that I'd have the opportunity to serve with this mayor for a 

significant period of time.” 
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 Superintendent Dallas’ district has shown increases in math performance for 

grades three through eight as well as an increase in the percentage of high school 

students passing the mandated five tests required for graduation by the state.  

Proficiency scores in English for students in grades three through eight have 

decreased overall.  During the time period 2004-2007 there has been a decline in 

student enrollment of 33,200 students.  According to the state department of public 

instruction where the Elkins district is located, of the thirty-two districts that make up 

the Elkins system, there are currently five districts in Good Standing.  The other 

twenty-seven districts are in Need of Improvement status of various years’ standing.  

All twenty-seven were cited for failure to meet AYP goals in the English/language 

arts area.  In addition, seven districts also did not meet AYP targets in Math and one 

district did not meet the AYP target for graduation rates.  Overall, the district has 

shown an increase in the graduation rate of students within four years of entry into 

high school.  Graduation rates increased from 58.2 percent to 59.7 percent for 

students.  The district also reported an increase in the graduation rate of students 

within seven years of entering high school.  An increase from 67.6 percent to 69.5 

percent was observed.  Additionally, according to NAEP data of fourth and eighth 

grade students collected during the 2005 and 2007 school year, the Elkins District 

students scored at the basic level of proficiency in fourth grade reading and math.  

During the same time period, the students scored at the basic levels of proficiency 

for eighth grade reading and math as well.  It should be noted that the Elkins school 

district is the largest urban district in the study.  Based on the NAEP assessments in 
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both 2005 and 2007, the Elkins District students performed better in both grade 

levels during both testing years.  The Elkins District also had the most overall district 

students scoring at and above proficiency on the NAEP assessments.  

Superintendent Dallas is entering the sixth year of leadership in the district and it 

appears that there have been some positive gains in district academic success. 

 Regarding student performance during his tenure, Superintendent Emmy 

stated, “It's a short period of time.  I will tell you the Darin School District, and it's 

attributable to the previous superintendent, in the last five years, every year there 

has been improvement in the standardized tests by our state.  So, that's saying an 

awful lot in an urban district.  I've only been there a short period of time, so I really 

don't know what on student testing.  I will tell you that the previous superintendent, 

you know, and I'll never speak badly about anybody, but he left a $182 million deficit.  

He's very good for the show, I mean, he was very good for you throw up eighty 

things on the wall and if two stick, you've changed.  I'm not that, I'm not a change 

agent.  What I am is systemic approach to doing business, and sorts of a calming 

down.”  During the 2004 through 2007 time period, the Darin School District showed 

increases in both reading and math in grades five, eight, and eleven.  There has 

been a decline in student enrollment during this time period of 21,269 students.  

Graduation rates have also fallen from 70.15 percent in 2006 to 68.49 during the 

2007 school year.  The Darin School District failed to meet 2006-2007 AYP goals in 

the following areas: 1) Reading – grades three through five, six through eight, and 

nine through twelve, 2) Math - grades three through five, six through eight, and nine 
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through twelve, 3) Reading test participation – nine through twelve, 4) Math test 

participation – nine through twelve, and 5) Graduation Rate.  The Darin district is 

currently in Corrective Action 2 (year five) going in to the 2007-2008 school year.  

Superintendent Emmy is in the first year as the leader of the Emmy district and is 

just now implementing his district improvement plan. 

 Superintendent Franks commented that, “Well, we've really only had one 

year, and we had a modest increase, and that would be all I could claim at this time.  

I think all you could say for me is what we put in, I mean, what we did not have in 

place before were the systems that evidence from around the country seemed to be 

prerequisites for moving student achievement.  We had no professional 

development plan.  We didn't evaluate principals.  We had an out-of-date curriculum.  

So, I think what you could say for what we've done is we've put in place the things 

that in other places who have shown more accelerated growth in student 

achievement than we have, have been at least seemingly responsible for those 

changes.  We now have to see whether they actually do get us further.”  Student 

enrollment in the Johnson School District has fallen by 3,216 students during the 

three year period 2004-2007 while graduation rates have also fallen.  High school 

graduation rates were 76.76 percent in 2004-2005, rose to 90.59 percent in 2005-

2006, and was 88.01 percent for the 2006-2007 school year.  The district has 

witnessed an overall decline in student performance in reading at grade five.  

However, overall student proficiency has increased in math at grades five, eight, and 

eleven as well as reading at grades eight and eleven.  The Johnson School District 
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failed to meet 2006-2007 AYP goals in the following areas: 1) Reading – grades 

three through five, six through eight, and nine through twelve, and 2) Math - grades 

six through eight, and nine through twelve.  The Johnson district is currently in 

Corrective Action 2 (year one) going into the 2007-2008 school year.  

Superintendent Franks is in the third year as the leader of the Johnson district. 

 Superintendent Grady provided the following information when asked has 

there been an increase in student achievement and academic performance 

according to NAEP and AYP results during your tenure: “I've only been here four 

months.  It's too early to say.”  Student enrollment during the three year period 2004-

2007 has decreased by 11,137 students while graduation rates have fallen.  During 

the three year time period, graduation rates fell from 73 percent in 2004 to 66.23 in 

2007.  Student achievement has decreased overall from 2004 to 2007 in both 

reading and math in the elementary level and math at the high school level.  A 

sustained increase in student proficiency was noted in high school reading.  The 

Bartles School District failed to meet 2006-2007 AYP goals in the following areas: 1) 

Reading – elementary grades, 2) Math – elementary grades, 3) Reading – 

secondary grades, and 4) Math – secondary grades.  The Bartles district is currently 

in Restructuring status going into the 2007-2008 school year.  Additionally, 

according to NAEP data of fourth and eighth grade students collected during the 

2005 and 2007 school year, the Glen District students scored below the basic level 

of proficiency in both fourth and eighth grade reading and math. 
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Summary 

 Chapter Four of this exploratory case study addressed the findings which 

resulted from the research conducted.  The analysis and findings were targeted at 

addressing the effectiveness of seven non-traditional superintendents as measured 

by student academic performance.  The superintendent’s background 

characteristics, professional expertise and training, LEA demographic information, 

student scores on local and state tests, and superintendent’s personal interviews 

were examined and analyzed.  Additional information from The National Assessment 

of Educational Progress (NAEP) as well as the districts’ individual and state 

Department of Education websites were utilized to collect and examine the student 

achievement scores on local and state tests during a three year span (2004-2007).  

The data derived from these sources was analyzed to determine what impact these 

non-traditional superintendents have had on student performance in their districts. 

 Chapter Five will provide a summary of the study, discussion of key topics, 

implications for future policy and practice, as well as a discussion for further 

research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE 

Introduction 

 Has the hiring of non-traditional superintendents by large urban districts 

proven to be an effective strategy for improving student achievement?  Do non-

traditional leaders need to be trained in a more traditional manner?  Are 

management skills from the private sector transferable to the public sector, or is 

public sector leadership fundamentally different from that of the private or military 

sector?  Recent attempts during the last decade to improve student achievement in 

larger urban school systems in the United States have resulted in districts hiring 

superintendents who have no significant training or experience in public education.  

Several factors have prompted these hirings, foremost of these is the 

superintendents’ previous track records of success in managing corporate finances, 

meeting operational and strategic performance goals, and providing leadership 

within a complex corporate or military hierarchy.  Four of the seven school districts 

within this study were under mayoral control which seems to have facilitated the 

hiring of non-traditional superintendents.  In addition, there appeared to be some 

degree of linkage between the appointment of non-traditional superintendents and 

relevant networks of influence, either through political, school, or past business 

connections.  The findings in this study indicate a mixed record of success with 

respect to student achievement. 
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 A closer evaluation of the following issues will be discussed in regard to non-

traditional superintendents’ effects on improving student performance: 1) recruiting, 

hiring, and retaining superintendents, 2) effective superintendents, and 3) 

management skills.  This discussion should prove helpful for boards of education 

interested in hiring non-traditional superintendents, in implications for future policy 

studies, and future research. 

Discussion 

Recruiting, Hiring, and Retaining Superintendents 

 The recruitment, selection, and retention of quality administrators continues to 

be a difficult task.  According to data from the Council of the Great City Schools 

(2003), the average tenure of superintendents in the CGCS was 2.75 years (p. 1).  

Previous literature reviews have addressed superintendent-board relations, ability to 

unite groups (boards of education and stakeholders) within communities, length of 

tenure necessary to have an impact on student achievement, and working in an 

organization that has historically been opposed to change.  All of these factors have 

an impact on the ability of a school district to effectively recruit, select, and retain 

quality leadership.  In addition, the hiring agencies must also contend with a 

perceived dwindling pool of qualified candidates.  In answer to this situation, LEAs 

have gone outside of the proverbial “box” to seek diverse leadership from outside 

the realm of public education.  Many of these large urban districts have low socio-

economic conditions coupled with high poverty, insufficient financial resources, low 

graduation rates, and poor student achievement.  Currently, of the seven districts 
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discussed in this study, four of the districts have been placed under the control of the 

mayor or a panel made up of members appointed by the governor and the mayor. 

 When school districts decide that there is a need for transformational change, 

it should be understood that a turn-around yielding substantive improvement will not 

happen overnight.  One of the first things that has to be decided is the kind of 

change that is needed by the district.  Is the change necessitated by financial crises, 

deteriorating or inadequate physical infrastructure, operational problems, mandated 

restructuring, academic improvement needs, or a combination of several of these 

factors?  Districts seeking a transformational leader must then decide what type of 

leader will bring about the best results.  The targeted goals and objectives should 

then be part of the skill set and expertise required of the prospective leader.  In 

addition, the prospective employee must have a desire to serve as the change agent 

in a district or organization with such issues.  Districts should look for leaders with a 

proven track record of success and take into consideration the time necessary to 

fulfill these goals and objectives.  There is a saying that “things will get worse before 

they will get better” and this should be taken to heart by the hiring constituents when 

looking for a change agent. 

 In the large urban districts outlined in this study, there had been considerable 

organizational decay for long periods of time and an “overnight cure” or “fix all” is not 

going to happen.  Of the seven districts studied, three of the districts (Glen, Darin, 

and Bartles) have replaced their leader this year with one serving in an interim 

position.  Two other districts (Nora and Johnson) have replaced their leader within 
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the last three years, meaning that they have had no more than two full years in the 

system, now entering their third year of service.  However, two of the districts (Merrill 

and Elkins) have leaders entering their seventh and sixth years in the positions 

respectively.  This would appear to be a significant amount of time to examine 

longitudinal data in regard to student achievement and organizational change.  In the 

Elkins School District, the retention of the superintendent has provided the system 

with significant improvements in student achievement over the time period. 

 Both the Merrill and Elkins Districts are under mayoral control.  

Superintendents Allison and Dallas both attributed their longevity to their mayors for 

allowing them ample time to carry out their transformation plan.  Superintendent 

Allison stated that, “the Mayor’s support and leadership has been positive and 

supporting.”  Superintendent Dallas stated, “It is hard to do serious transformation 

work until we had a system of mayoral control, where I pretty much knew that I’d 

have the opportunity to serve with this mayor for a significant period of time.”  When 

districts are looking for transformational or change agents, there is little doubt that 

significant time will be required to complete the tasks.  Many times when local 

boards change their membership there is a change in agendas or direction.  These 

shifting agendas may have an effect on the expectations placed on the 

superintendent to bring about varying changes or outcomes.  Superintendents are 

aware of this and understand the immense political framework that they have to exist 

within while being held accountable for district transformation and student 

achievement.  Superintendents who understand the inherent difficulties and political 
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challenges may choose not to apply for such perceived punishment.  However, 

superintendents who are reassured of optimal time to succeed in transforming large 

urban districts seem to be willing to take the position.  Superintendents Allison and 

Dallas have been afforded the necessary time to bring about district transformation 

and improvement in student achievement. 

 In the case of Superintendent Allison, the district had previously employed a 

non-traditional superintendent from 1995 through 2001.  When asked why he chose 

to become a superintendent, Superintendent Allison responded, “I didn’t choose, 

and I would say, I feel a little odd in this position.”  Currently, in Merrill, while 

students in grades three through eight have shown continuous growth and 

improvement on state tests, students in grade eleven have declining test scores.  

Enrollment is down nearly 21,000 students and high school graduation rates are also 

down during the three years of data included for this study.  According to NAEP 

data, both fourth grade reading and eighth grade math scores are cited as below 

basic levels of proficiency compared to other students in the nation.  Students in 

fourth grade math and eighth grade reading are scoring at the basic levels of 

proficiency.  The most disturbing performance statistics are the percentages of 

students who are scoring at and above proficiency levels.  In 2007, sixteen percent 

of the fourth grade students scored at or above proficiency in reading and math.  

There was a slight increase of two percent in reading and three percent in math 

since 2005.  Of the students in grade eight, only eleven percent were at or above 

proficiency in reading, while thirteen percent were cited as at or above proficiency in 



 
 
     
144 

math for the reporting year 2007 compared to other students in the nation.  These 

percentages are down six percent and four percent from seventeen percent at or 

above proficiency for the reporting year of 2005.  It is apparent that the selection of 

this non-traditional superintendent has not led to the achievement of expected or 

anticipated outcomes.  A look at overall student performance data from the Merrill 

District leaves one to wonder if the non-traditional superintendent paradigm will 

continue to be valued in the Merrill District.  How much longer will the declining 

student achievement results be permitted and how much more time is needed for 

improvement?  Will Superintendent Allison be retained?  Moreover, will the district 

be more successful in the process of recruiting and selecting a superintendent in the 

future?  The current academic situation in the district should be the major issue 

under consideration when evaluating the next potential school leader. 

 Superintendent Dallas had a different response to the question of why he 

chose to become a superintendent: “It’s because I believe education is the most 

important domestic issue this country faces, particularly in complex urban 

environments where so many kids are falling through the cracks.  I have had my life 

changed by public education in this city.  I grew up in poverty.”  Currently in Elkins, 

only students in grades three through eight English have produced declining results.  

In math, students in grades three through eight have produced an increase in 

achievement scores while high school students have produced an increase in the 

percentage of students passing the five components of the high school exit 

examination.  There is an overall decrease in enrollment by 33,000 students, but the 
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numbers are significantly up for high school graduation rates.  The NAEP data 

provided for 2005 and 2007 indicates higher averages of students proficient at 

reading and math than all other similar large urban districts.  Students in grade four 

and eight were cited as being at basic levels of proficiency for both reading and 

math.  Students scoring at and above proficiency levels are also on the increase in 

both reading and math.  Results from 2007 indicate twenty-five percent and thirty-

four percent of the students are at or above proficiency for reading and math 

respectively, when compared to other students in the nation.  These are increases 

from twenty-two percent in reading and sixteen percent in math from 2005.  Students 

in grade eight were cited as having twenty percent in reading and twenty-two 

percent in math at or above proficiency for 2007.  The percentages for 2005 were 

twenty percent at or above proficiency in reading and math compared to other 

students in the nation.  Superintendent Dallas chose to take the position in Elkins 

and has had a positive impact on student achievement in the district.  With district 

transformation and change yielding positive performance trends, future efforts at 

recruitment of a superintendent as well as other district leaders may not be as 

difficult should Superintendent Dallas decide to leave. 

 When discussing the recruitment, selection, and retention of these two 

superintendents into districts under mayoral control, what are the lessons to be 

learned?  What were the goals and objectives established by the hiring agency?  

What are the retention plans of the district in regard to the superintendent?  

Superintendent Allison arrived at the district with experience as a professional 
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athlete and had run a small non-profit foundation in the inner city of Merrill.  Do these 

work experiences constitute a proven track record of success when selecting a 

candidate to lead a $5 billion dollar enterprise?  It is clear that the success of the 

superintendent is clearly in the eyes of the hiring agency, because the employment 

has continued for seven years.  Superintendent Dallas arrived in the district after 

being the CEO of a global company with $20 billion in annual revenues.  Other 

positions included assistant attorney general in charge of the U.S. Department of 

Justice’s antitrust division and two years as deputy counsel to the President of the 

United States.  Superintendent Dallas’ life experience and professional background 

presented a more substantial track record of success for running a complex $20 

billion dollar school system.  With student achievement levels on the rise and 

significant academic growth according to NAEP scores, the district may need to 

develop an effective retention plan for Superintendent Dallas. 

Effective Superintendents 

 What is an effective superintendent?  Previous literature reviews have 

addressed and viewed superintendents as managers, politicians, instructional 

leaders, brokers of power, and pragmatic change agents.  However, is there one 

characteristic that truly defines an effective superintendent, or is it a combination of 

all of these characteristics and more?  When looking at all of the superintendents in 

the exploratory case study, it is difficult to accurately determine their “effective 

characteristics” by the jobs some of them have performed thus far.  Three of the 

superintendents have only been in their present positions for a few months.  
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Discussion can be directed towards what they say, but it is too soon to evaluate and 

analyze their performance as superintendents.  There are two superintendents who 

are entering their third year in the position, while two are entering their seventh and 

sixth year on the job.  In the discussion of these superintendents, it is important to 

know that they were all hired to change the organizational infrastructure, create a 

shared vision for success, and turn around the poor academic achievement records 

of their respective districts.  Given this background, what are the characteristics that 

these superintendents feel are important to becoming successful and effective in 

bringing about transformation?  How do they view the characteristics of effective 

leadership? 

 Superintendent Bertram stated that he brought several strengths to the 

position such as, “experience in corporate restructuring, fairly extensive political 

background as well as a local relevant political background,” and the fact that there 

was a need to “learn the teaching part of the job, that one couldn’t just rely on the 

CAO, whoever it was.”  Superintendent Bertram conducted the search for a CAO 

who could provide instructional supervision for the district.  He chose a seasoned 

educational veteran with a sound pedagogical background.  So, is Superintendent 

Bertram considered an effective leader?  Was the hiring of an expert CAO viewed as 

evidence that Superintendent Bertram lacked the necessary background to serve as 

an instructional leader, or evidence that he was an astute leader who sought a CAO 

who could complement his background and particular skill set? 
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 Superintendent Bertram and the CAO have made several changes in the 

district since arriving.  They replaced sixty principals in the first two years of 

operation in an effort to improve the academic success of the students in the district.  

An immediate impact on student success has been realized in the areas of overall 

improvement in middle school reading and math, as well as increased proficiency in 

both elementary and high school math during the 2004 through 2007 school year.  

Continued positive academic growth for the entire district has not yet been realized, 

but Superintendent Bertram is only entering his third year as superintendent.  If this 

superintendent’s approach in transforming the district results in continued and 

sustained improvement in student performance, he will likely be viewed as an 

effective superintendent and change agent by the residents of the Nora school 

district. 

 Superintendent Franks stated that to be a superintendent coming into the 

position in the Johnson District, one had to understand that it was “an intensely 

political job.”  He went on to state that, “if knowledge is limited to what someone 

coming up in a traditional public school system probably would have, it might be 

more of a detriment than a help.  If you assume the life experience of a traditional 

superintendent is partially relevant – well, other life experiences are partially relevant 

too – and I think it’s more of an accumulation of a personal skill set which can’t be 

done on a credential basis.  It has to be done on sort of an assessment of a human 

being and what they bring to the table.”  This is Superintendent Franks' first venture 

into public education.  While in the state legislature, he chaired the committee on 
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education and authored the landmark Education Reform Act of 1993 which reformed 

the way the state funded and organized the public school system and revamped the 

management structure and the role of school boards, superintendents, and 

principals.  While working on the political side of the aisle did not specifically prepare 

Superintendent Franks for the position of superintendent, it did provide insight into 

the funding, organization, and management of the public schools.  Entering his third 

year as superintendent in the Johnson District, there have been overall increases in 

reading at grades eight and eleven as well as increases in math at grades five, eight, 

and eleven as well as an overall increase in graduation rates.  The only area to 

experience a decrease was in fifth grade reading. Student enrollment also declined 

by 3,216 students. 

 The question that must be asked is if the previous professional experience of 

Superintendent Franks is relevant to the current role, and is now paying dividends in 

the form of improved academic performance of the students in the Johnson School 

district?  Can it be said that Superintendent Franks has brought effective leadership 

skills, developed from his past experiences, to the current role as superintendent?  

Given that he is only entering the third year in the Johnson School District, it may not 

be possible to adequately and accurately answer the question “is (non-traditional) 

Superintendent Franks successful in improving student achievement?”  Moreover, 

has Superintendent Franks had enough time to demonstrate that there can be an 

appropriate transfer of outside leadership skills to the public school system?  It 

would appear, based on the limited amount of pertinent data,  that the skills have 
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been transferable for this superintendent, and a longitudinal study of student 

achievement in the Johnson County District during the future tenure of 

Superintendent Franks is worthy of further study. 

 Superintendent Allison stated that, “I don’t think I was brought in to maintain 

the status quo.  I brought to the table a huge passion for children, a real 

understanding of the city, a real understanding of what great public education can 

and should look like in the inner city, and a sense of mission that we needed to 

make dramatic changes.  I think that those are some of the attributes that the mayor 

was looking for.”  While Superintendent Allison has been employed with the district 

for ten years and is now entering his seventh year as superintendent, has the 

superintendent been successful at raising the student achievement level in the 

Merrill District?  With a declining student enrollment of nearly 21,000 students, 

declining graduation rates, a decrease in grade eleven students passing state 

mandated tests, as well as declining NAEP data in levels of proficiency for students 

in grade eight reading and math, Superintendent Allison has not exhibited a stellar 

track record thus far, although there have been some areas of improvement in test 

scores for students in grades three through eight. 

 In the examination of Superintendent Allison as an effective superintendent, 

one should ask the question: What is considered successful?  If the mayor was 

looking for an effective change agent to consistently improve student performance, 

this has not been the case in Merrill.  To the contrary, and over an extended period 

of time, many areas of student achievement have deteriorated.  Superintendent 
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Allison may not possess the skill set and characteristics to effectively manage a $5 

billion dollar school district with complex problems and poor student performance.  

Has this superintendent effectively utilized the leadership and management skills 

necessary to bring about positive change and district transformation?  The tenure of 

Superintendent Allison has likely provided sufficient time to change the “status quo”, 

implement district improvement efforts, and improve the academic success of the 

students in the district.  It would appear that the leadership skills possessed by 

Superintendent Allison from prior experiences were either not transferable or not 

effectively transferred to the public education sector.  Another possible explanation 

may be that this superintendent simply did not possess the necessary corporate 

leadership skills to transfer to the public school system.  It is possible that the Mayor 

of Merrill failed to effectively evaluate the previous track record of the superintendent 

when making the appointment decision. 

 When Superintendent Dallas was asked about the appointment to the 

superintendent position in Elkins, he stated, “Well, I think obviously I was an 

unconventional pick, but, not unique.  I think I had the qualifications because I think I 

had the skills to lead significant organizational change, which is what's required in 

public education.  You have a system that's failing many, many students.  It's 

underperforming, and people who grew up in the culture of such a system are often 

not the best people to lead a transformation, whereas in my work that I had done in 

the government and in the justice -- and at the large media firm, I think I was 

positioned to be a transformational leader.” 
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 During his tenure, Superintendent Dallas has realized numerous successes 

as a transformational change agent.  When focusing on the large urban districts 

within the Council of the Great City Schools that are being led by a non-traditional 

leader, none can claim the success that is being realized in the Elkins School 

District.  Superintendent Dallas has empowered instructional leaders and team 

members within the Elkins District to increase the academic success of the students 

in the district while holding all parties accountable.  Accountability, strategic 

planning, effective management, and the political savvy exhibited while running other 

large corporate entities have proven to be transferable and successful in turning 

around the Elkins School District.  There have been vast improvements in the 

performance of students in the Elkins School District over the six year tenure of 

Superintendent Dallas.  Key indicators of success include increases in math 

proficiency at grades three through eight, increases in students passing the state 

mandated five tests required for high school students to graduate, and increases in 

graduation rates.  According to NAEP data, students performing at or above 

proficiency in fourth and eighth grade reading and math are outperforming all other 

large urban districts included in the study.  NAEP scores are two to three times 

higher that the other large urban districts in tests from 2005 to 2007.  In the case of 

Superintendent Dallas, and based on this individual’s previous track record of 

success, one can see that there has been an obvious transfer of at least some 

corporate leadership skills into the public school arena. 
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Management Skills 

 What are the skills and traits associated with being a good manager?  Are 

these skills closely aligned with being a good leader?  Do effective superintendents 

have to possess good management skills?  Previous research has addressed 

managerial leaders as those who maintain the organization’s smooth and efficient 

work towards meeting goals, reducing conflict, seeking changes, taking risks, and 

ensuring management and political roles are aligned with continuous instructional 

improvement.  Do successful instructional leaders exhibit good management skills 

that make them effective superintendents?  Over the course of the study, several 

superintendents addressed the importance of being good managers.  They indicated 

several thoughts on management and management skills that they stated were 

important to being effective superintendents.  Many of the superintendents 

associated effective management skills as the combination of life experiences and 

the ability to synthesize these past experiences with effective and strategic decision 

making.  Others associated both personal and system accountability as a key 

ingredient to effective management. 

 Superintendent Allison stated that, “a system of accountability and willingness 

to make adjustments to where things aren’t working, or when we’re not getting the 

results we want.”  Effective management therefore was viewed as a mechanism that 

enabled the superintendent to make changes or adjustments to decisions that would 

ultimately provide for achievement of pre-established goals and objectives.  When 

speaking of the ability of non-traditional superintendents to manage the financial 
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operations of the district, Superintendent Allison noted that these were tasks that 

they were able to accomplish since they previously had been exposed to this 

process.  Further discussion noted that there was a feeling that traditional 

superintendents had not “traditionally taught or learned” these financial skills and 

may not be able to make effective financial management decisions.  Does the lack of 

concrete business and financial management experience make a superintendent 

less effective as a manager of a school system?  In the case of Superintendent 

Allison, it would appear that one must possess external business knowledge to be a 

successful manager. 

 Superintendent Bertram discussed effective management in terms of “getting 

a constellation of people that have complementary strengths that you can bring to 

bear on the issues that you face.”  Further implications of facing conflict, 

controversy, being fearless in your pursuits, and staying the course of action were 

cited as being part of a person’s holistic life experience.  To be an effective manager 

was viewed as a combination of taking life’s professional experiences and making 

appropriate team decisions to achieve optimal outcomes.  For Superintendent 

Bertram and the Nora School District this seems to be a recurring theme and the 

modus operandi of their management process. 

 Superintendent Carswell noted that military experience enabled him to 

“develop significant leadership and management skills.”  He went on to state that 

there was an instance that occurred where the decision-making abilities of a 

principal in the school system needed “requisite training in order to manage his way 
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through a tough situation.”  Superintendent Carswell added that, “the principal 

needed leadership and management training that he was not prepared to make.”  

So, is there a connection between one’s life experiences and effective 

management?  For Superintendent Carswell, there is a feeling that the management 

skills could be developed over time as they were for the superintendent over the 

course of service in the military.  Hopefully, the lessons learned over time and in the 

military will yield effective management decisions for the Glen School District during 

the tenure of Superintendent Carswell. 

 Superintendent Dallas made several references to the “skills necessary for 

district transformation” being a “mixture of good leadership and management skills.”  

References to past life experiences and repeated decision-making in regard to team 

building, accountability, and standing up during tough counter pressures had been 

something that the superintendent noted as effective management.  Superintendent 

Dallas further stated that, “basically my whole life has been in training for this.”  

Effective management in regard to quality decision making, accountability, and 

organizational design processes are part of the superintendent’s skill set for effective 

leadership and management.  The learned management skills can be viewed as the 

summation of the superintendent’s professional and life experiences that have to 

date yielded positive results for the Elkins School District through effective 

leadership. 

 Superintendent Emmy made reference to the time spent in the military and 

the fact that, “this infers twenty-five years of training, leading, and managing” and 
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upon exit from the military, “I had the leadership and management skill sets to do 

something in any organization, you name the organization.”  Superintendent Emmy 

views the leadership and management skill set as one that is developed over a 

period of time from professional experiences, honed in practice, and that the skills 

are transferable to other organizations.  Here again, the reference to life experiences 

is made to strengthen the mindset that effective management could be a summation 

of practice and professional life experiences. 

 Superintendent Franks addressed prior experience in stating that in order to 

be an effective leader and manage an organization, “I think it’s an accumulation of 

life experience.”  There is a consensus that the leader will summon past professional 

experiences in order to make quality management decisions.  Superintendent 

Franks draws upon past relevant political experience as a guide for effective and 

strategic management decisions. 

 Superintendent Grady also makes references to past experiences when 

making management decisions by stating, “I think somebody has to have the 

experience of having implemented significant change in conditions of adversity and 

where there was a lot of opposition to that.”  Superintendent Grady will certainly 

have to make key management decisions in the face of adversity in order to 

establish the leadership needed to correct years of deteriorating academic results in 

the Bartles District. 

 The non-traditional superintendents provided various insights as to what 

management skills encompass.  The overarching theme seemed to be that good 
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management skills are developed over time and attained from a summation and 

synthesis of their prior life experiences.  They have associated the management 

skills with characteristics of being a good leader or superintendent.  So, are the non-

traditional superintendents the only professionals who possess these management 

skills, or can anyone who has previous life experience in quality leadership roles 

exhibit good management skills?  This study has produced some insight into the 

emphasis placed on the non-traditional superintendent’s past professional 

experiences and the value of management skill attainment.  However, if 

management skills are a product of past professional life experiences, then those 

same relevant professional life experiences should hold true for traditional 

superintendents. 

Implications for Future Policy and Practice 

 This exploratory case study has examined the demographic and background 

characteristics, including professional expertise and training characteristics, that are 

associated with seven non-traditional superintendents whose districts are members 

of the Council of the Great City Schools.  During this study, an examination of how 

well the districts performed, while being led by these non-traditional leaders, on state 

tests according to data provided from the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress and from individual state sources was utilized.  In addition to examining 

this data, additional information regarding the superintendent’s preparation, the non-

traditional skills they bring to the position, and their beliefs and attitudes regarding 

successful leadership as superintendents was collected.  So, has the hiring of non-
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traditional superintendents by large urban districts proven to be an effective strategy 

for improving student achievement?  Or do non-traditional leaders need to be trained 

in a more traditional manner?  Are management skills from the private sector 

transferable to the public sector, or is public sector leadership fundamentally 

different from that of the private or military sector?  And, what are the implications for 

future policy and practice? 

 Of the seven districts that were examined, there were three superintendents 

that were entering their first year of employment in the district.  The lack of relevant 

data on student scores and achievement can only be related to the superintendent’s 

predecessors and are therefore irrelevant to this study.  In the case of the remaining 

four superintendents, two are entering their third year of employment which yields 

only one year of effective data to examine for results.  For these two 

superintendents, their first year student achievement scores were in the midst of 

district restructuring and introduction of the new leader’s initial implementation of 

core strategies for system improvement.  With only one year of relevant student 

achievement data coupled with additional personnel turnover and replacement, the 

significance of the achievement data does not provide any insight into the 

effectiveness of their leadership on student performance and is therefore not useful 

for purposes of this study.  Since five of the seven superintendents studied have 

short tenures with their current districts, it is impossible to draw valid conclusions 

about the performance of these non-traditional superintendents.  In the case of the 

two remaining superintendents, they are entering their seventh and sixth year of 
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leading their districts.  The districts’ organizational structure, student achievement 

scores, management decisions, leadership hirings, and in general the districts’ 

overall mission is now clearly a part of their intended architecture. The questions of 

implications for future policy and practice are therefore based on the information 

garnered in looking at these two leaders, Superintendent Allison and Superintendent 

Dallas. 

 When districts begin to seek a leader for their school district, several 

questions should be asked.  First, what specific district change or transformation is 

sought?  In seeking a candidate for the position, does the person’s skill set meet the 

expectations for the change?  Has the candidate demonstrated successful results in 

previous work history (i.e. a track record of success) and possess sufficient and 

applicable experiences related to the skills needed for district improvement?  And, 

will the candidate be afforded the necessary resources and allowed a sufficient 

amount of time to complete the desired district transformation?  School boards and 

governing bodies alike should carefully consider all of these variables when 

considering a choice for district superintendent.  None of the variables are 

independent of one another and must be considered in a balanced fashion when 

making this critical decision. 

 In the case of Superintendents Allison and Dallas, they have been in their 

positions for enough time to have ushered in district transformation.  Furthermore, 

their longevity should be producing marked positive change in student achievement 

by this time.  As the saying goes, “the proof is in the pudding,” and the student 
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achievement data suggests that outcomes have been divergent in these two 

districts.  The hiring of non-traditional superintendents to improve student 

achievement may be an effective strategy, as it was in the case of Superintendent 

Dallas.  Increased due diligence on the part of the Mayor of Merrill in terms of 

evaluating candidates’ previous track records of professional success may have 

eliminated Superintendent Allison from the candidate pool.  It could be concluded 

that careful and extensive examination of the candidates’ “fit” and “credentials” for 

leading district transformation should become part of the policy and practice for 

district hiring bodies in the future. 

 Is there a need for more traditional training of the non-traditional 

superintendents?  This is a sensitive area of debate for professional educators.  

Whenever relevant school reform issues are studied, professional educators are 

quick to join the discussion with suggestions for more: 1) pedagogically trained 

experts, 2) experienced curriculum advisors, and 3) proven education experts for 

credibility.  In the case of the large urban districts that made up this study, significant 

educational decay had been in process before the arrival of non-traditional 

superintendents.  Likewise, in some of the cases, continued decay is still taking 

place. 

 So, does the superintendent need traditional and pertinent educational 

training, or is the new leader there to manage the improvement process?  The large 

urban districts in this study are as large as some of the larger corporations in the 

United States.  Is this an educational issue or is it an effective business leadership 
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issue?  Like many large corporations, the leader is set to guide and effectively 

manage a large company.  The systematic approach to attainment of goals, 

assembling of effective management teams, and providing leadership to skilled and 

credentialed professionals is critical to any effective organization.  In several of the 

cases that were studied, the non-traditional leaders openly professed their lack of 

knowledge in educational issues and structure.  They furthermore cited urgent and 

critical needs for having highly trained and qualified educational experts as part of 

their management team in order to bring about district transformation, student 

academic success, and credibility to their leadership efforts for the district.  In 

retrospect, they stated that they were brought in for overall district transformation 

and not just to address one piece of the problem. 

 In two of the cases (Superintendent Allison and Dallas), these efforts have 

been in place long enough for substantial scrutiny.  Do these superintendents need 

more traditional training, or, is there a need for closer examination of their decisions?  

In at least one of the cases, a closer examination of the effective team members 

may be the answer as well as a closer examination of the superintendent’s pertinent 

knowledge and skill set in choosing these members.  The case may be for this 

superintendent that indeed there is a need for more traditional educational training.  

Or it may just be the case that more general management training is needed, or 

additional experience in directing and managing multi-billion dollar companies would 

have been helpful. 
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 Can private sector management skills be utilized cross categorically to all 

public school districts?  The answer to this may lie within the operational 

requirements of the system in question.  As the size, complexity, and financial scope 

of the organization decreases, is there a need for the non-traditional educational 

leader to possess more traditional training?  If the system requires that the 

superintendent be involved in the “every day” educational management of the 

system then certainly the answer is yes.  When hiring agencies begin their 

consideration of candidates for the position of superintendent, the policy and 

practice of the agency should be to consider the specific responsibilities inherent of 

the position prior to making the decision.  Ultimately, the superintendent is 

accountable for all the decisions made in the district as the leader of the 

management and educational transformation team. 

 Management skills were viewed by the superintendents as a combination of 

life experience, prolonged and extensive professional practice, relevant 

organizational leadership, and restructuring knowledge and experience.  In 

examining the characteristics and backgrounds of the seven superintendents, some 

commonalities were discovered.  Of the seven, five of the non-traditional 

superintendents had attended some of the most elite universities in the nation.  The 

other two had attended and been trained at two of the nation’s premier military 

training colleges for officers.  While education in no way defines the leadership and 

management qualities of the person, it should be noted that these non-traditional 

leaders could objectively be viewed as very bright individuals with extensive 
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capacities to learn and synthesize information.  Their educational records, coupled 

with their previous life experience and professional knowledge, was viewed as the 

reason for their being hired to bring about transformation and change to their current 

school districts. 

 Examining the previous successes of all the non-traditional superintendents 

and their current attempts to transform their current school districts is difficult.  Of the 

seven, only two (Superintendent Allison and Dallas) have been in their districts long 

enough to realize change and reform efforts.  Examination of the two 

superintendent’s backgrounds yielded differences in their professional background 

and scope of business success.  Of the two, only one has demonstrated the skill set 

and professional record for effectiveness necessary to bring about change in large, 

complex structures as well as a large urban school system.  This superintendent has 

excelled in every academic and professional endeavor undertaken throughout a long 

and significant career.  In addition, these skills have been refined and honed over an 

extended period of time.  In the case of the other superintendent, prior organizational 

exposure and leadership was of a much more limited scope.  This superintendent 

was placed into a position that they “did not choose,” and, resultantly still felt “a little 

odd in this position” even after seven years of tenure.  What were the expectations 

of the hiring agency upon naming the superintendent to a position that was 

considerably more complex than anything previously undertaken?  Were the 

appropriate skills in place to restructure and reorganize an immense and failing 
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system?  Had the superintendent previously exhibited a prolonged and relevant 

background in effective corporate and organizational reform? 

 With none of these success credits found in the life experiences of this 

superintendent, the results are not particularly surprising.  So, are the management 

skills from the private sector transferable to the public sector, or is public sector 

leadership fundamentally different from that of the private or military sector?  The 

answer to this question cannot be adequately answered within the scope of this 

study due to limited relevant data.  Nor can any answers obtained be generalized to 

all situations.  Based on the limited information derived from this study, the answer 

would tend to be yes, some skills are transferable, depending on several factors.  

Skills are more likely to be transferable if the individual under consideration truly 

possesses a robust and substantial track record of success.  There is much more to 

effective district leadership than pedagogical knowledge of curriculum, instruction, 

and educational leadership.  Effective educational leadership cannot be described 

without including mastery of a broad range of management skills, including team-

building, performance management, and effective organizational redesign.  It is clear 

that not all leaders can successfully transfer management skills obtained from the 

private sector to the public sector.  However, it seems that the skills from public 

sector leadership may not be fundamentally different from that of the private or 

military sector.  Not all individuals are able to successfully transfer their skills, and a 

successful transition seems to depend on a combination of relevant life experience 

and a track record of significant and sustained leadership success, including 



 
 
     
165 

expertise and experience with organizational restructuring.  It is also possible that a 

history of significant academic success provides a necessary foundation for the 

critical analysis and synthesis necessary to bring about radical system improvement.  

The implications for future policy and practice should lay within the ability of the 

hiring agency to extensively and appropriately evaluate the relevant backgrounds of 

the candidates for the superintendent position.  Ensuring a proven track record of 

leadership success, whether in the public or private sector, would certainly appear to 

be an essential part of the blueprint for making good hiring choices and should be a 

requirement of the policy and practice of a school district. 

Future Research 

 During this exploratory case study, seven district superintendents from sixty-

six of the largest school districts in the country were examined.  Choosing to work 

with the Council of the Great City Schools proved to be advantageous for the 

investigator since no non-traditional superintendents could be found in close 

proximity to the researcher.  After contacting the Council of the Great City Schools, 

there were found to be seven non-traditional leaders serving in districts all across 

the nation.  Further contact with the Council provided the researcher with information 

about the National Fall Conference in Nashville, Tennessee, where all the 

representative superintendents would likely attend.  Following up and attending this 

conference yielded positive results as the researcher was able to arrange an in-

person interview with two of the superintendents and gain first hand information. 
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 During the course of this exploratory study, several topics emerged that are in 

need of further investigation in order to draw more useful conclusions about the 

overall effectiveness of superintendents.  The foremost area needed for a more 

comprehensive study would be to include and target non-traditional superintendents 

with an extended tenure in their districts.  Another topic of necessary research is 

identifying and comparing the traits that both successful traditional and non-

traditional superintendents exhibit while improving student achievement in their 

districts.  Furthermore, a future study comparing the longitudinal NAEP data from 

districts with traditional superintendents to districts with non-traditional 

superintendents could provide a holistic view of student successes under the 

leadership of each type of superintendent.  Without these additional areas of 

research, a comprehensive and holistic evaluation of the successful characteristics 

of effective superintendents cannot be made. 

 Of the seven superintendents included in this study, there were three 

members who were beginning their first year of service to their district.  Information 

provided by these superintendents, while informative, could not be accurately 

examined in relation to overall effectiveness in improving student achievement 

scores.  Investigators in the future could expand the study to not just one target 

group such as the Council of the Great City Schools, but to a more far reaching 

study of non-traditional superintendents nationwide.  This information could provide 

a more comprehensive examination of the effectiveness of non-traditional 

superintendents. 
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 When the characteristics of the seven non-traditional leaders were examined, 

there were numerous comparisons to student achievement scores from both districts 

within their states as well as NAEP data from across the country.  Having a 

comparison group of traditional superintendents’ districts from around the country of 

equal size, demographics, and superintendent tenure would have provided the 

researcher and study with more of a holistic view of successful superintendents in 

general.  Data from the similar sized districts would have added validity to the study 

and addressed the comprehensive information necessary for drawing more 

encompassing conclusions about the success of large urban superintendents and 

their impact on student achievement. 

 And lastly, what periods of longevity are needed to adequately evaluate the 

performance of both traditional and non-traditional superintendents?  With the 

beginning of the analysis of student achievement data, the researcher found that 

there were some superintendents that had not been in the district long enough to 

have attributable data that they were ultimately responsible for.  Of the seven 

superintendents included in this study, there were only two superintendents that had 

been with their systems long enough for longitudinal student achievement data to be 

credited to their tenure in the position.  When looking at performance and evaluating 

the superintendents, there should be several years of performance data in order to 

make an accurate judgment of the superintendents’ overall success on district 

improvement.  Future researchers may want to include superintendents with tenures 
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of at least five or more years of service to their district for comprehensive evaluation 

of their leadership effects on student achievement. 

Conclusion 

 Several of the districts in this study had been placed under Mayoral control 

due to restructuring.  Some of the superintendents in this study appeared to have 

previous political or professional connections to the Mayors of their districts, which 

may have had something to do with their placement in the superintendent role.  

There are no definitive conclusions to be drawn from this observation, as at least 

one of these appointments has demonstrated significant success in the role, while 

others have either demonstrated mediocre performance, or not been in the position 

long enough to evaluate their effectiveness in the superintendent role.  It would 

appear that political appointees need to be subjected to the same rigorous selection 

process as should be used by boards of education or other hiring bodies in the 

selection of a district superintendent, to insure that the individual selected has the 

necessary skills for the position.  A strong track record of previous professional 

achievements seems to correlate with the most effective non-traditional 

superintendents in this study. 
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APPENDIX A 

Personal Interview 

1) Please describe your professional background and training. 

2) Why did you think you had the skill set or qualifications to become a 

superintendent? 

3) Is this your first venture into public education in a superintendent position/job? 

4) Can you elaborate on any previous experience that you have had in education? 

5) Are there any specific skills, traits, or knowledge that you believe are essential for 

success as a superintendent? 

6) Is there anything from your past professional experiences that prepared you to 

lead a school system in the midst of current state and national performance 

requirements? 

7) Since becoming a superintendent, have the students become more successful on 

state testing examinations? 

8) Can you describe what constraints and barriers you face in your attempts to 

improve student performance? 

9) What background information do you draw on when hiring educators to work in 

your system? 

10) Are there any professional experiences that you draw from when either 

approving or implementing educational programs for your system? 

11) Compared to the previous superintendent, what impact do you feel you have 

made on student testing performance? 
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12) Do you see a trend in hiring more non-education degreed or non-traditional 

superintendents throughout the public school structure? 

13) Why did you choose to become a public school superintendent? 

14) How has becoming a school superintendent been what you expected it to be 

like, and in what ways has it been different? 

15) What type of training or preparation do you think would most benefit someone 

assuming the position of superintendent? 
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APPENDIX B 

Informed Consent Form 

North Carolina State University  
INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 

 
Project Title:  Non-Traditional Public School Superintendents: An Exploratory Case Study 
Principal Investigator:  Mark T. Duckworth 
 
I would like for you to participate in a research study.  The purpose of this study will be to examine the characteristics of 
non-traditional superintendents/leaders.  Furthermore, the study will examine how well schools districts with non-traditional 
superintendents performed on state tests as well as progress towards AYP, NCLB, and NAEP.  I intend to examine the non-
traditionally degreed leaders of 66 of the largest size school systems in the country and gain a better understanding of what 
impact these leaders have on their systems. 
 

INFORMATION 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to submit to a one-on-one interview with me, which will be 
recorded.  The recordings will be transcribed and submitted with the final report. There are fifteen questions that should 
take no more than one to two hours to complete. 
 

RISKS 
As a voluntary participant, there are minor risks associated with your involvement in this research.  You will be asked to 
spend one-on-one time with an investigator.  If at any time you wish to discontinue time with the researcher, you may 
terminate the interview. 
 

BENEFITS 
The information that you provide will yield a more thorough understanding to the success of the school systems that are 
under the leadership of non-traditional superintendents.  Additionally, your participation in this study will assist future 
board’s of education in choosing the best fit for academic progress in their systems. 
 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
The information in the study records will be kept strictly confidential.  No reference will be made in oral or written reports 
which could link you to the study.  Your name will be changed in the report to protect your identity.  At no time will your 
comments be linked back to your name directly. 
 

CONTACT 
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the researcher, Mark Duckworth.  If 
you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant in research have 
been violated during the course of this project, you may contact Dr. Matthew Zingraff, Chair of the NCSU IRB for the Use 
of Human Subjects in Research Committee, Box 7514, NCSU Campus (919/513-1834) or Mr. Matthew Ronning, Assistant 
Vice Chancellor, Research Administration, Box 7514, NCSU Campus (919/513-2148). 
 

PARTICIPATION 
Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without penalty.  If you decide to participate, 
you may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled.  If you withdraw from the study before data collection is completed your data will be returned to you or destroyed 
at your request. 
 

CONSENT 
“I have read and understand the above information.  I have received a copy of this form.  I agree to participate in this study 
with the understanding that I may withdraw at any time.” 
 
Subject's signature_______________________________________ Date _________________ 
 
Investigator's signature___________________________________ Date _________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

North Carolina State University  
Institutional Review Board for the Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Submission  for New Studies  
 
Title of Project:  Non-Traditional Public School Superintendents: An Exploratory Case Study 
 
Principal Investigator Mark T. Duckworth Department  Educational Leadership 
 
Source of Funding (required information): None 
(if externally funded include sponsor name and university account number) 
 
Campus Address (Box Number)   
 
Email:  Phone:  Fax:  
 
RANK:    Faculty  

  Student: Undergraduate;  Masters; or   PhD 
  Other (specify):  Ed.D.Student 

 
      
As the principal investigator, my signature testifies that I have read and understood the University Policy and 
Procedures for the Use of Human Subjects in Research. I assure the Committee that all procedures performed 
under this project will be conducted exactly as outlined in the Proposal Narrative and that any modification to 
this protocol will be submitted to the Committee in the form of an amendment for its approval prior to 
implementation. 
 
Principal Investigator: 
 
Mark T. Duckworth _____________________________________________ ____________ 
(typed/printed name) (signature) (date) 
 
As the faculty sponsor, my signature testifies that I have reviewed this application thoroughly and will oversee 
the research in its entirety.  I hereby acknowledge my role as the principal investigator of record. 
 
Faculty Sponsor: 
 
Lance Fusarelli, Ph.D _____________________________________________ ____________ 
(typed/printed name) (signature) (date) 
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PLEASE COMPLETE IN DUPLICATE AND DELIVER, ALONG WITH A PROPOSAL NARRATIVE, TO: 
Institutional Review Board, Box 7514, or email as an attachment to debra_paxton@ncsu.edu 

**************************************************************************************** 
For SPARCS  office use only 

Reviewer Decision (Expedited or Exempt Review) 
 Exempt         Approved     Approved pending modifications      Table 

 
 

Expedited Review Category:   1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8a  8b 
                                               8c  9 
 
 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
Reviewer Name     Signature     Date 
 
 

North Carolina State University  
Institutional Review Board for the Use of Human Subjects in Research 

GUIDELINES FOR A PROPOSAL NARRATIVE 
 

In your narrative, address each of the topics outlined below.  Every application for IRB review 
must contain a proposal narrative, and failure to follow these directions will result in delays in 
reviewing/processing the protocol. 

 
A. INTRODUCTION 

1. Briefly describe in lay language the purpose of the proposed research and why it is important. 
This study is being conducted to examine the characteristics of non-traditional educational 
superintendents from 66 of the largest school districts in the country (Council of the Great City 
Schools).  All non-traditional superintendents in the Council of the Great City Schools will be 
contacted regarding their desire to participate in the study.  Participants will be given an informed 
consent form.  This form will provide information regarding the study’s purpose, procedures, and 
possible risks involved in the study.  It will also explain conditions for voluntary participation, 
confidentiality policies, and contacts for questions about participant’s rights and the research study in 
general.  The consent form will explain that interviews will be audiotaped, transcribed, and kept in the 
secure possession of the researcher.  Furthermore, the study will also examine how well school 
districts with non-traditional superintendents have performed on state tests according to data provided 
from the National Assessment of Educational Progress. 

 
2. If student research, indicate whether for a course, thesis, dissertation, or independent research. 
This study is a dissertation research project to satisfy the requirements for the Ed.D. Degree in 
Educational Leadership and Supervision at North Carolina State University. 

 
B. SUBJECT POPULATION 

1. How many subjects will be involved in the research? 
 7 superintendents from 66 of the largest school districts in the country. 
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2. Describe how subjects will be recruited.  Please provide the IRB with any recruitment materials that 
will be used. 

All of the subjects for the study were chosen purposefully because of their unique characteristics.  
All the non-traditional superintendents involved in the study do not have a traditional background, 
training, and university degree in education.  This research should provide some insightful 
information into how well the students perform on state tests, end-of-grade, end-of-course, No 
Child Left Behind, and Annual Yearly Progress initiatives while being led by a non-traditional 
educational leader. 

 
3. List specific eligibility requirements for subjects (or describe screening procedures), including those 

criteria that would exclude otherwise acceptable subjects. 
 All of the subjects in the study must be non-traditional superintendents.  All subjects will have not 

received any college or university training in education or school leadership prior to coming to the 
superintendent’s position.   

 
4. Explain any sampling procedure that might exclude specific populations. 
 None 

 
5. Disclose any relationship between researcher and subjects - such as, teacher/student; 

employer/employee. 
There will be no researcher/subject relationships. 

 
6. Check any vulnerable populations included in study: 
  minors (under age 18) - if so, have you included a line on the consent form for the 
   parent/guardian signature 

fetuses 
pregnant women 
persons with mental, psychiatric or emotional disabilities 
persons with physical disabilities 
economically or educationally disadvantaged 
prisoners 
elderly 
students from a class taught by principal investigator 
other vulnerable population. 
 

If any of the above are used, state the necessity for doing so.  Please indicate the approximate age 
range of the minors to be involved. 

 
C. PROCEDURES TO BE FOLLOWED 

1. In lay language, describe completely all procedures to be followed during the course of the 
experimentation.  Provide sufficient detail so that the Committee is able to assess potential risks to 
human subjects. 

Information regarding the degree specifics held by the superintendent (curriculum, administration, 
and supervision), university or college attended by the superintendent, demographics of the LEA, 
size of the school system, per pupil expenditures, and test scores of the system will be gathered 
from the superintendent’s vitae as well as the school system’s website.  In order to gather more 
detailed information from each of the participants, a highly structured interview style will be 
employed, where the same open ended questions will be asked of each participant in the study.  
The answers obtained in these personal interviews should provide an insight into any 
commonalities that arise in regards to opinions about, climate, acceptance, and the academic 
success of their system.  Each participants and school district will be assigned a pseudonym to 
protect and guard anonymity. 
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2. How much time will be required of each subject? 

The personal interview should not take over 1-2 hours at the most.  After transcribing the 
information, triangulation of the interview data will be performed by other university research 
colleagues to guard against any biases. 

 
D. POTENTIAL RISKS 

1. State the potential risks (physical, psychological, financial, social, legal or other) connected with the 
proposed procedures and explain the steps taken to minimize these risks. 

Each superintendent will have the option of participating or not in the research.  All information 
gathered will be pertinent only to the superintendent him/herself.  None of the study participants 
or their school districts will be named in the study in order to protect their identity. 

 
2. Will there be a request for information which subjects might consider to be personal or sensitive 

(e.g. private behavior, economic status, sexual issues, religious beliefs, or other matters that if made 
public might impair their self-esteem or reputation or could reasonably place the subjects at risk of 
criminal or civil liability)? 

No. 
a.  If yes, please describe and explain the steps taken to minimize these risks. 

 
3. Could any of the study procedures produce stress or anxiety, or be considered offensive, threatening, 

or degrading?  If yes, please describe why they are important and what arrangements have been 
made for handling an emotional reaction from the subject. 

No 
 

4. How will data be recorded and stored? 
All research data will be stored by the researcher in a secure location.  There will be no 
connection to the subjects or districts stored with the original data.  The data will have all names 
removed. 

 

a. How will identifiers be used in study notes and other materials? 
All subjects will be assigned numbers and pseudonyms. 

b. How will reports will be written, in aggregate terms, or will individual responses be described? 
The subject’s personal responses will be used, however, there will be no connection in name to 
the subjects or to the school district they represent. 

 
5. If audio or videotaping is done how will the tapes be stored and how/when will the tapes be 

destroyed at the conclusion of the study. 
Audiotapes will be made of the subject interviews and then transcribed.  All tapes and recordings 
will be destroyed after the dissertation is complete. 

 
6. Is there any deception of the human subjects involved in this study?  If yes, please describe why it is 

necessary and describe the debriefing procedures that have been arranged. 
 No. 
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E. POTENTIAL BENEFITS 
This does not include any form of compensation for participation. 

1. What, if any, direct benefit is to be gained by the subject? If no direct benefit is expected, but 
indirect benefit may be expected (knowledge may be gained that could help others), please explain. 

No direct benefits will be gained by the study participants.  However, the information will provide 
the all educational leaders with an insight into the success or failure of non-traditional educational 
leaders. 

 
F. COMPENSATION 

1. Explain compensation provisions if the subject withdraws prior to completion of the study.  None. 
 

2. If class credit will be given, list the amount and alternative ways to earn the same amount of credit. 
G COLLABORATORS 

1. If you anticipate that additional investigators (other than those named on Cover Page) may be   
involved in this research, list them here indicating their institution, department and phone number. 

 
2. Will anyone besides the PI or the research team have access to the data (including completed 

surveys) from the moment they are collected until they are destroyed 
No 

H. ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
1. If a questionnaire, survey or interview instrument is to be used, attach a copy to this proposal. 
    See attachment. 

 
2. Attach a copy of the informed consent form to this proposal. 
     See attachment. 

 
3. Please provide any additional materials that may aid the IRB in making its decision.  
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APPENDIX D 

The Council of the Great City Schools is a coalition of 66 of the nation's largest 
urban public school systems.  School districts eligible for membership must be 
located in cities with populations over 250,000 or student enrollment over 35,000.  
School districts located in the largest city of any state are also eligible for 
membership, regardless of size. 
The following districts are members of the Council of the Great City Schools. 

1. Albuquerque Public Schools – 87,000 students 

2. Anchorage School District – 50,000 students 

3. Atlanta Public Schools - 50,000 students 

4. Austin Independent School District – 82,000 students 

5. Baltimore City Public Schools – 90,000 students 

6. Birmingham City Schools (largest city in Alabama) – 31,000 students 

7. Boston Public Schools – 57,000 students 

8. Broward County Public Schools – 258,000 students 

9. Buffalo City School District – 38,000 students 

10. Caddo Parish School District (Shreveport, LA) – 45,000 students 

11. Charleston County School District – 42,000 students 

12. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools – 132,000 students 

13. Chicago Public Schools – 409,000 students 

14. Christina School District (largest city in Delaware) – 19,000 students 

15. Cincinnati Public Schools – 36,000 students 

16. Clark County School District (Las Vegas, NV) – 292,000 students 

17. Cleveland Municipal School District – 55,000 students 

18. Columbus Public Schools (OH) – 57,000 students 

19. Dallas Independent School District – 160,000 students 

20. Dayton Public Schools - 124,010 students 
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21. Denver Public Schools – 74,000 students 

22. Des Moines Independent Community School District – (largest city in IA) –  

 30,000 students 

23. Detroit Public Schools – 144,000 students 

24. District of Columbia Public Schools – 65,000 students 

25. Duval County Public Schools (Jacksonville, FL) – 125,000 students 

26. East Baton Rouge – 46,000 students 

27. Fort Worth Independent School District – 79,000 students 

28. Fresno Unified School District – 80,000 students 

29. Guilford County Schools – 71,000 students 

30. Hillsborough County School District (Tampa, FL) – 193,000 students 

31. Houston Independent School District – 202,000 students 

32. Indianapolis Public Schools – 37,000 students 

33. Jackson Public School District (largest city in MS) - 32,000 students 

34. Jefferson County Public Schools (Louisville, KY) - 98,000 students 

35. Kansas City School District (largest city in MO) – 27,000 students 

36. Long Beach (CA) Unified School District – 90,000 students 

37. Los Angeles Unified School District – 705,000 students 

38. Memphis City Public Schools – 119,000 students 

39. Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools – 74,000 students 

40. Miami-Dade County Public Schools – 326,000 students 

41. Milwaukee Public Schools – 91,000 students 

42. Minneapolis Public Schools – 37,000 students 

43. New Orleans Public Schools (largest city in Louisiana) – 36,000 students* 

44. New York City Department of Education – 1,100,000 students 

45. Newark Public Schools – 42,000 students 
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46. Norfolk Public Schools – 36,000 students 

47. Oakland Unified School District – 54,000 students 

48. Oklahoma City Public Schools – 42,000 students 

49. Omaha Public Schools – 46,000 students 

50. Orange County Public Schools (Orlando, FL) – 176,000 students 

51. Palm Beach County Public Schools – 150,000 students 

52. Philadelphia Public Schools – 185,000 students 

53. Pittsburgh Public Schools (Pittsburgh population 334,564) – 30,000 students 

54. Portland Public Schools – 47,000 students 

55. Providence Public Schools (largest city in RI) – 26,000 students 

56. Richmond Public Schools (Richmond metro population 1,200,000) – 25,000 

 students 

57. Rochester City School District (Rochester metro population 1,039,028) – 

 34,000 students 

58. Sacramento City Unified School District – 50,000 students 

59. Salt Lake City School District (largest city in NV)– 24,000 students 

60. San Diego Unified School District – 133,000 students 

61. San Francisco Unified School District – 55,000 students 

62. Seattle Public Schools – 46,000 students 

63. St. Louis Public Schools – 40,000 students 

64. St. Paul Public Schools – 41,000 students 

65. Toledo Public Schools – 36,000 students 

66. Wichita Public Schools – 49,000 students 

* Projected attendance for 2007-2008 school year in post-Katrina rebuild. 
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APPENDIX E 

* The following e-mail correspondence letter was sent to all seven of the identified 
non-traditional superintendents as listed with the Council of the Great City Schools.  
The initial correspondences were made approximately one month prior to the 
National Fall Conference of the CGCS in Nashville, Tennessee. 
 
 
Dear Mr. (Superintendent Name), 
 
I am writing to invite you to participate in a research study of the non-traditional 
superintendents of the Council of the Great City Schools.  As one of the non-
traditional superintendents, you are in a unique position to contribute to the 
knowledge base of what constitutes excellence in district level school leadership. 
 
The focus of the study is to examine the leadership styles and characteristics of the 
CGCS’s non-traditional superintendents.  Specific objectives include examining the 
career paths, preparation, and work histories of the non-traditional superintendents 
of the Council of the Great City Schools. 
 
I hope you will agree to participate in a brief personal interview with me.  I plan on 
attending the National Fall conference of the CGCS in Nashville the last week of 
October.  I would like to arrange a time that we could meet and talk during your time 
in Nashville.  If you are not planning on attending, I would like to arrange a telephone 
interview with you at your convenience. 
 
This study has human subject's approval from North Carolina State University’s 
Institutional Review Board and Dr. Robert Carlson’s support from the Council of the 
Great City Schools.  I sincerely hope you will consider participating in this important 
study.  I will contact you later this week by telephone to discuss your possible 
participation and answer any questions you may have. 
 
Thank you, 
Mark T. Duckworth 


