
ABSTRACT 

WHITE, KEISHA SHANDELL. To Be or Not to Be: An Exploratory Qualitative Study on Black 
Women District Leaders Aspiring to the Superintendency. (Under the direction of Dr. Lance 
Fusarelli). 
 

Historically, the superintendency has been a male-dominated leadership position. White 

males are not the only demographic capable of serving in this capacity, yet this group has 

consistently led in the representation of school districts since the superintendency was 

established (White, 2026). At the time of this study, only seven superintendents in North 

Carolina out of a total of 115 are Black women. 

Using an exploratory qualitative approach, this study examines the lived experiences of 

Black women district leaders to understand factors that influenced their motivations to seek or 

not seek the superintendency. A total of eight Black women school district leaders participated in 

state-wide semi-structured recorded interviews. From this study, four key themes emerged: 1. 

“Recredibilitation” (White, 2026), 2. Leadership Image and Stereotyping, 3. Lack of Networking 

and Mentoring Support, and 4. Psychological Effects of Gender, Racial, and Political Structures. 

Evidence from this study reveals that systemic barriers within education and the community can 

impact their career trajectory towards the superintendency. First, participants described having to 

work more than their non-Black woman counterparts to be deemed credible in their roles as 

district leaders. Second, although all participants possess the credentials to serve in district 

leadership, leadership image and stereotype demonstrated to be a perceived barrier in what a 

superintendent should look like. Third, participants reported limited opportunities within their 

organization to network with others and receive mentorship and support. Finally, respondents 

reported internalized responses to external systems, including hesitation, self-doubt, and 

imposter syndrome. The findings from this study suggest implications for policy to increase the 



pipeline for Black women who may consider or aspire to the superintendency. Further, policy 

implications recommend hiring practices and transparency within the superintendency. In 

addition, findings from this study offer recommendations for practice for school districts, 

leadership preparation programs, school board, and professional organizations to address the 

gaps in opportunities for Black women district leaders.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The superintendency, the top educational leadership position in a school district and the 

most important decision-making position in K-12 public education, is a position dominated by 

males (Finnan et al., 2015; Glass, 1992, 2000; Maranto et al., 2018; Robinson et al., 2017; Sharp 

et al., 2004; Superville, 2016). The U.S. Census Bureau identified the superintendency as the 

most male-dominated executive position of any profession in the United States (Glass et al., 

2000). Nationwide, White males are hired as superintendents more than any other demographic 

group. Although the number of women in educational leadership continues to rise, they are still 

underrepresented in the top leadership roles. 

In the United States, more women than men are teachers, but more men hold positions of 

superintendent than women. Women in the superintendency have gradually grown to 26.68% in 

2020, up from 24.10% in 2010 (Kowalski et al., 2011) and 3.1% before 2000 (Glass et al., 2001). 

Women’s access and movement into the superintendency mirrors the slow progress of women 

into management positions in the workplace (Glass, 2000; Haveman & Beresford, 2012). The 

trajectory to the superintendent position is even slower for Black women. Black women 

comprise less than 1.5% of the nation’s superintendents (Superville, 2023). Career pathways to 

the superintendency for Black women may be limited due to inequalities in hiring practices that 

hinder advancement toward the superintendency (Davis et al., 2017). 

The assumptions about women’s roles and exclusion from top leadership positions date 

back to the 19th century (Blount, 1999) and suggest a link between masculinity and femininity 

and work. Historically, men were often portrayed as the strong leaders in the home, at work, and 

over society. Women, on the other hand, were viewed as docile and nurturing.  

Before the superintendency was established, the earliest educational leaders were literate 

White male teachers, also known as schoolmasters, who taught White male students. Educated 
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schoolmasters often used their position as a launchpad to a career in church or law. During the 

Common School Era, the number of schools increased, and communities turned to women to 

staff the schools. Blount (1998) noted that communities were unwilling to hire women because 

White women were thought to be less intelligent than White men; White women received little, 

if any, formal schooling; and they were not prepared to teach others. To fill the demand for 

teachers, eventually, White women were hired. Working outside of the home allowed women to 

gain independence and education. As more women became educated, however, they earned one-

third of what men earned. Kowalski (2011) noted that as teaching became feminized, 

administration roles were masculinized. 

The beginning of the 20th century gave rise to an increase in the feminization of education 

in America. By the 1900s, 70% of teachers in America were women, with 20% being women of 

color (Kowalski & Brunner, 2011). In 1908, a new group of Black women leaders emerged--

Jeanes teachers. Jeanes teachers, also known as Jeanes supervisors or Jeanes industrial teachers, 

were Black educators who played a crucial role in the education system in the Southern United 

States during the Jim Crow era (Dubashi, 2024) and were regarded as the precursor to the 

modern-day Black female superintendent (Alston & McClellan, 2011).  

In the spring of 1927, Oxford professor Dr. Lance G.E. Jones received a grant from 

Oxford University allowing him to study Black rural schools in the South. The following year, 

Jones published his findings in a chapter in Negro Schools in the Southern States. Wanting fuller 

exploration on this topic, Jones applied for and received a grant from the Carnegie Corporation 

of New York in 1934, in which he spent four months again in the southern states to continue his 

investigations. Jones (1937) documented noteworthy characteristics of the activities done by 

various Jeanes supervisors that included: corresponding with teachers, parents, community, and 

the state education department; conducting classroom and school visits; overseeing and 
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inspecting school buildings and school beautification projects; planning and leading teachers’ 

institutes; promoting the all-around development of the individual child; and completing official 

forms and monthly reports.  

As schools began to grow, so did the need for the administration to oversee daily 

operations, which led to a more prominent position in education, the superintendency. What little 

we know from history is that Black women held positions as principals and superintendents. For 

instance, Fanny Jackson Coppin was the first Black woman principal in the United States (Davis, 

2022) at the Institute for Colored Youth in Philadelphia, where she later became superintendent. 

In 1944, Velma Dolphin Ashely became the first Black woman superintendent of the all-Black 

Boley, Oklahoma School District, which served approximately 495 students (Revere, 1989). 

Research on gender disparity in the school superintendency is limited, and little focus has been 

placed on women, with even less research on women of color (Rodriguez, 2014). In addition to 

encountering gender-related barriers within their roles as educational leaders, women of color are 

forced by the institutionalized racism embedded in schools to contend with cultural 

discrimination and perceptions of racial stereotypes, often forcing them to simultaneously 

combat both oppressive systems of sexism and racism (Aaron, 2020; Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 

2017; Martinez et al., 2020). Tillman and Cochran (2000) called for the collection and 

maintenance of better demographic data to "accurately document the numbers of Black women 

and other underrepresented populations in the superintendency and other administrative roles" to 

conduct deeper analyses on progress in recruitment and retention in relation to other 

superintendents (p. 55). 

As numerous education scholars have observed, few fields in the United States show such 

a contrast as education, where women constitute most of the workforce, yet the highest 

leadership positions are overwhelmingly occupied by men—predominantly White men 
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(Sawchuk, 2022). Mahitivanichcha and Rorrer (2006) agreed, noting that women were absent 

from the superintendency but highly represented as teachers and graduate students. White male 

superintendents are not the only demographic capable of being a superintendent, yet this 

demographic has been the largest group to serve as one since school districts were established in 

the U.S., and North Carolina is no exception.  

From the 1870s to 1957, cities and towns in North Carolina requested authority to create 

special chartered school districts separate from the county school districts, resulting in a total of 

174 districts (Sorrells, 2019). Sorrells (2019) further explains that following the Brown vs. Board 

decision, school systems such as those in the Raleigh, Charlotte, and Durham areas consolidated 

with other school systems to create equal opportunities for all children, reducing to 115 the 

number of school districts in North Carolina. Although voters opposed a merger between Wake 

County and Raleigh City Schools, business elites in Raleigh believed a desegregated school 

system was vital to the city's economic health (Ayscue et al., 2023). 

After the Brown vs. Board decision, tens of thousands of Black teachers and principals 

lost their jobs as White superintendents began to integrate schools but balked at putting Black 

educators in positions of authority over White teachers or students (Will, 2022). The existence of 

black women superintendents had been mostly obscured prior to desegregation (Horsford et al., 

2021). It wasn’t until the 1970s that more Black women began to serve as superintendents of 

school districts with integrated students (Revere, 1987). 

Statement of the Problem 

The underrepresentation of Black women superintendents is a problem both in North 

Carolina and across the nation. Dr. Lisa Maria Grillo (2022), former assistant superintendent of 

special education for Wake County Schools, stated, “They remain noticeably underrepresented in 

educational leadership positions in public education”. This phenomenon creates perceived racial 
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discrimination against these women and denies Black students and their families access to 

administrators who represent them culturally and racially. This scarcity in school districts makes 

their practices in the role of the superintendency barely visible to Black women who may aspire 

to the position (Brunner & Peyton-Caire, 2000). Since 2000, there has been a modest change in 

the demographics of the superintendency. However, these modest increases do not match the 

increase in student diversity in school districts since 2000 (Mountford & Richardson, 2021).  

In 2021, out of North Carolina’s 85 male superintendents, 68 were white, making up 80% 

of the male superintendent population. Seventeen of the male superintendents were Black, 

accounting for 20% of all superintendents. Among the 30 female superintendents, 21 were white, 

representing 70% of the female superintendents, while eight were Black, comprising 27% of the 

total female superintendents (Hart et al., 2022). Mertz (2006) states that the “continued scarcity 

in the position of superintendent, even after 30 years, suggests that the position has been little 

affected by Title IX and that women continue to have a long, uncertain way to go to reach the top 

spot” (p. 556). At the time of this writing, only seven Black women are serving as 

superintendents in North Carolina: Dr. Karen Roseboro, Superintendent at Montgomery County 

Schools; Dr. Tammy Boone, Superintendent at Weldon City Schools; Dr. Crystal Hill, 

Superintendent at Charlotte-Mecklenburg School District; Dr. Nakia Hardy, Superintendent at 

Franklin County Schools; Dr. Rosa Atkins, Superintendent at Northampton County City Schools; 

Dr. Danielle Jones, Superintendent at Orange County Schools; and Dr. Carol Montague-Davis, 

Superintendent at Warren County Schools.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study was to explore and understand factors that influence Black 

women district leaders to seek the superintendency. Black women represent a small percentage 

of school district leaders and lead a small fraction of the nation's school districts, holding fewer 
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than 5% of all superintendent positions in the United States (Olive-Cadet, 2018). Those statistics 

highlight the need for more representation so students can see themselves in the teachers and 

school leaders they encounter daily (The Education Trust, 2023). Research explorations of Black 

women who lead in public education primarily speak to the dynamics of the principalship, 

superintendency, and other top executive roles, including their multifaceted experiences at the 

intersection of race and gender (Alston, 2000, 2005; Dillard, 1995; Katz, 2004; Katz, 2012; 

Reed, 2012; Tillman & Cochran, 2000). This topic resonates as I a former North Carolina school 

administrator. During my tenure, I often interacted with superintendents across the state and 

rarely saw Black women. A class discussion in her education policy research course prompted 

her to study this phenomenon. The study explores recruiting, hiring, and mentoring policies and 

practices for Black women district leaders who aspire to become superintendents in North 

Carolina. An exploratory qualitative study was conducted to aid in understanding if Black 

women at the senior district level (associate/deputy superintendents, cabinet leaders, division 

leaders, etc.) want to be, or not be, a superintendent, and what factors might be affecting that 

choice. 

Research Questions 

For this study, I examined the following questions:  

RQ1. Why are more Black women school district leaders not in the superintendent 

position?  

Sub RQ1.1 - What internal factors motivate or deter Black women district leaders to seek 

or not seek the superintendent position? 

Sub RQ1.2 - What external factors motivate or deter Black women district leaders to seek or not 

seek the superintendent position? 
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I conducted an exploratory qualitative study to learn the personal thoughts, feelings, and 

perspectives of Black women district leaders in North Carolina and understand their reasons for 

or against seeking the position of superintendent. 

Significance of the Study 

The study is significant because less than 1.5% of Black women in the U.S. are public 

school superintendents. In North Carolina, only 7 out of 115 superintendents are Black women. 

This problem creates perceptions of discrimination and denies students of color and their 

families access to district administrators who represent them culturally and racially.  

America's schools have become increasingly diverse, with many schools in large urban 

districts having a majority enrollment of Black students (Johnson, 2021). In a video conversation 

with the Education Trust, Dr. Adrienne Battle, superintendent of Metro Nashville Public 

Schools, asserted:  

We know that there aren’t as many of us as there should be, that the ranks of 

superintendents across our country need to be more diverse to reflect the student 

populations we serve. We need to be more diligent and vigilant about bringing more 

Black women into leadership roles in our districts, pulling them up when they’ve earned 

promotions, and helping them advance their careers. (2023) 

For example, a 2023 report titled “Untapped Talent: An 11-Year Analysis of the Texas 

Superintendent Workforce” revealed that the superintendent workforce lacks diversity, with 

White educators predominantly setting policies and standards for Black and Brown students, 

creating a disparity between leadership representation and the state population. In California, 

there are 947 public school districts, but only 25 Black superintendents. In Kentucky, there are 

171 public school districts, but just six Black superintendents. While 18% of Michigan’s public-

school students are Black, only 4% of its superintendents are - and most of them work in 
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majority-Black, economically disadvantaged districts (Joseph, 2024). Horsford, et al. (2021) 

assert:  

Minimal representation of Black women in the superintendency has resulted in research 

that is relatively absent of the perspectives and experiences of Black women. More 

research is needed to address Black women’s experiences of aspiring to, and serving in, 

the superintendency to develop counternarratives that dispel the misconceptions about 

their pursuit and experience of the superintendency. (p. 7)  

Horsford et al. (2021) further explain that these counternarratives may also uncover racial 

and gendered stereotypes, biases, and discrimination that permeate Black women’s leadership 

experiences (p. 7). According to Julia Rafal-Baer (2024), CEO and founder of Women Leading 

Ed and ILO Group, “For each woman who successfully ascends the leadership ladder in 

education, the path forward for those who follow gets a bit fairer, more inclusive, and more 

possible.” 

The North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI) tracks the number of children 

in public schools as Average Daily Membership (ADM). Based on NCDPI’s History of Pupil 

Membership by Race for the 2025-26 school year, 1% of traditional public school students were 

American Indian, 4.5% were Asian, 22.8% were Hispanic, 24.2% were Black, 41.6% were 

White, 5.6% were two or more races, and 0.1% were Pacific Islander. In a 2024 publication, 

Nathan Dollar, director of Carolina Demography, published a study highlighting North Carolina 

public school students. In the study, data retrieved from the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) show preschool-aged children (ages 0-4) are the most diverse, comprising:  

● 48.8% White 

● 22.6% Black 

● 18.7% Hispanic/Latino 
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● 4.0% Asian or Pacific Islander 

● 5.3% Other 

● 1.1% American Indian or Alaska Native 

Additional data show school-aged children (ages 5-19) are also more diverse:  

● 51.2% White 

● 22.5% Black 

● 17.0% Hispanic/Latino 

● 3.8% Asian or Pacific Islander 

● 4.5% Other 

● 1.0% American Indian or Alaska Native 

In this same report, Mary Ann Wolf reported in 2021-22, 101,808 teachers were serving 

North Carolina public schools. Findings from the report showed that approximately 45.5% of the 

students were White, but 76.4% of the educators were White; 24.8% of the students were Black, 

but 15.6% of the educators were Black; 19.8% of the students were Hispanic, but 4.2% of the 

educators were Hispanic. These findings support Egalite and Kisida’s (2016) study on 

demographic mismatching among teachers and the students they serve. This sentiment may also 

be true when a school district is demographically mismatched by its superintendent. In a 2023 

Education Week interview, White stated, “We’re missing out on understanding and seeing the 

leadership that comes from the experiences of a woman or leaders of color.”  

Before the start of the 2023-24 school year, North Carolina experienced 30 

superintendent transitions (26% of the total) in the state, according to Jack Hoke, executive 

director of the North Carolina School Superintendents’ Association. Of the 30 school districts 

that experienced turnover in 2023-24, just four Black women were hired. Ahead of the 2022-23 

school year, EdNC reported that 22 school districts were hiring new superintendents. Of the 

https://www.ncasa.net/Domain/8
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districts where a superintendent was named, eight of 17 were women; just four of 17 were people 

of color (Rash, 2023). “Historically, there was not a tradition of having women superintendents 

for societal reasons,” said Allison Schafer, legal counsel and director of policy at the N.C. 

School Boards Association. “Women probably didn’t feel that was something either they wanted 

to do or that would be open to them.” While Schafer sees many of the barriers facing women in 

educational leadership “melting away,” evidence suggests the number of female superintendent 

candidates still outpaces the number being hired (Gordon, 2020). Decades of underrepresentation 

of Black women superintendents perceive gender and racial discrimination against them while 

denying students of color and their families administrators who represent them culturally and 

racially.  

Future research is needed to add to the limited literature pertinent to Black women 

aspiring to the superintendent's position. Unlike literature that has addressed Black women who 

are in or who have served in the superintendent's position, the unique sample in my study 

highlights the perspectives of Black women who serve in the superintendent’s cabinet and aspire 

to advance to superintendent. In addition, the study results will improve the search and selection 

process of superintendent candidates and create opportunities to diversify the superintendent 

pipeline for Black women.  

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 1 summarized the purpose of the study: to understand why more Black women 

are not in the position of superintendent. Elements discussed in this chapter included a general 

introduction, statement of the problem, purpose statement, research questions, significance of the 

study, and chapter summary. Chapter 2 will discuss the research literature as it relates to Black 

women aspiring to the superintendency. Chapter 3 will describe the methodology used in the 
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study. Chapter 4 will present the findings of the study. In Chapter 5, the study’s findings will be 

discussed, and recommendations will be made for practice, policy, and further research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore and understand the factors that influence Black 

women district leaders to seek the superintendency. The literature reviewed in this chapter will 

discuss: 

1. Intersectionality 

2. Role of Gender in the Superintendency 

3. Intersectionality of Race in the Superintendency 

4. Pipeline for Black Women in Line to the Superintendency 

School administration and leadership literature remain "male-dominated and male-

defined, conceptualized, and viewed through the lens of males" (Mertz & McNeely, 1998, p. 

196). Brunner (2000) observed that since its establishment in the late 19th century, the 

superintendent position has been predominantly occupied by White males. Gewertz (2006) noted 

that in education, White males hold 80% of the top leadership positions, women occupy 15%, 

and only 5% are held by male or female minorities across various racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

In 2023, White reported there were 2.6 male superintendents for every female superintendent. 

Despite their educational accomplishments and making up nearly 75% of all public-school 

teachers, women continue to be marginalized as leaders within PK-12 schools (Hill et al., 2016). 

"The absence of women in senior levels of administration, particularly the superintendency, in 

K-12 education, limits their influence on policy changes, decisions, and practices in the field” 

(Mahitivanichcha & Rorrer, 2006, p. 486).  

The superintendent's job has become crucial in determining the fate of a school district 

(Brunner & Björk, 2001; Kowalski & Brunner, 2011). In fact, former U.S. Education Secretary 

Rod Paige asserted that "there is no more important job than that of leading effective public 
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schools" ("Snapshot of a leader," p. 26). What superintendents do daily is an intricate mix of 

prescribed organizational roles and personal dispositions (Getzels & Guba, 1957). These 

expectations still hold true over half a century later. The superintendent of the twenty-first 

century must face conflict over values and interests, increased political activism, challenges to 

the purposes and goals of education, and many other issues (Keedy & Björk, 2001). 

Petersen and Fusarelli (2001) recognized that few people question the difficulty of 

providing leadership for our nation's schools and that the superintendent's effectiveness is largely 

dependent on his or her ability to influence critical policy decisions. As the district's school 

improvement leader, the superintendent is also expected to be a constructive and productive 

agent of change (Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Sharp et al., 2004; Waters & Marzano, 2006). A 

superintendent must assist in educating the school community and be knowledgeable regarding 

all the educational mandates prescribed by educational governing boards (Grogan, 2008; 

Kowalski, et al., 2011; Sherman & Grogan, 2003). The North Carolina policy for selecting a 

superintendent states: 

It is the policy of the State that each local board of education has the sole discretion to 

elect a superintendent of schools. However, the State Board shall adopt rules that 

establish the qualifications for election. At a minimum, each superintendent shall have 

been a principal in a North Carolina public school or shall have other leadership, 

management, and administrative experience. In addition, the State Board shall adopt rules 

that include minimum credentials, educational prerequisites, and relevant experience 

requirements that would qualify a person to serve as a superintendent without having 

direct experience or certification as an educator. It is the duty of each local board to elect 

a superintendent who is qualified. If a local board elects a superintendent who is not 

qualified or who cannot qualify under this section, then the election and contract are null 
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and void, and the board shall elect a person who is qualified (NC Statute Chapter 

115C‑271 Article 18 (a)) 

Anyone seeking to fill a superintendent vacancy in North Carolina must go to the North 

Carolina School Boards Association (NCSBA) website. This is where the state superintendent 

vacancy positions are posted, as well as accompanying materials needed to apply. After reading 

the job vacancy description, those interested should submit an online application in the North 

NCSBA Applitrack portal. Additional materials that are uploaded to the online application portal 

include:  

• Resume     

• Cover letter 

• College or graduate school transcripts      

• Any applicable professional licenses or certificates  

All inquiries are directed to a contact person who is legal counsel for superintendent searches. 

Once the application is submitted, the applicant will receive a no-reply email stating that the 

application was received and reviewed, vetting the application and checking licenses. The 

application and supporting documents are sent to the district where the candidate applied.  

Kowalski (2013) stated that school boards have three primary responsibilities: 1. Ensure 

state laws, rules, and regulations are followed; 2. Establish policy in areas not covered by state 

laws, rules, and regulations; and 3. Employ a superintendent to serve as chief executive officer. 

Some school boards in North Carolina hire their superintendent directly, while others use the 

help of a search firm.  

The NCSBA uses search firms to handle more time-consuming tasks, such as: 

• Developing a proposed timeline 
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• Drafting a custom vacancy announcement 

• Advertising the position nationally 

• Engaging stakeholders for feedback 

• Designing a leadership profile 

• Compiling application materials 

• Arranging interviews and helping draft questions 

• Checking references and facilitating background checks 

• Handling all communication with applicants 

• Always maintaining confidentiality 

The disparity between race and gender in the superintendency may be seen as biased 

hiring practices and biases on the part of school boards and search firms. According to Angela 

Hairston, former superintendent of Winston-Salem/Forsyth County Schools, “Board members 

and community members oftentimes associate strong leadership with a male figure. You want to 

be able to tell some of them, ‘You know, I can provide quality leadership as a female’” (Gordon, 

2020). Baer (2024) asserted that male-dominated fields can be fraught with a culture that 

reinforces and replicates this underlying bias.   

When asked in an interview whether school boards should consider diversity when they 

are hiring superintendents, former North Carolina Guilford County Schools superintendent Dr. 

Sharon Contreras replied: 

They should be thinking about diversity and thinking about the world that their students 

live in. However, I don't want to ever get a job because I am a woman or a person of 

color. I want them to see me as a strong superintendent. But if my gender and race and 

ethnicity help to foster a world where we understand diversity better, we understand one 
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another better, and we understand that all of us can be leaders and we can be whatever we 

choose to be in life, ... then I think that's the icing on the cake for me”. (Education Week, 

pp. 2-3)        

Beverly Irby, director of the education leadership research center at Texas A&M 

University, said women in education also tend not to plan for leadership positions. Subconscious 

sexism plays a role in the gender gap among superintendents, particularly biases harbored by 

some school board members. "There's sort of a board reluctance to hire females," Irby said. 

"They have the perception sometimes that women aren't strong managers, that they're too 

emotional." White (2023) states that a major contributor to men’s dominance in the 

superintendency is sex-role stereotyping, which is particularly prevalent in superintendent 

application screening and interview processes. 

With growing diversity in the student population, it is only appropriate that educators and 

educational administrators reflect the students they serve. Research has stressed the importance 

of having both teachers and administrators of color in professional positions in schools as 

“significant others” for children of color in those schools and communities (Nicholson, 1999). 

This sentiment echoes not only in North Carolina but in other states as well. In 2000, North 

Carolina had only nine (8%) Black superintendents. During the 2007–2008 school year, 12 

(10.43%) North Carolina superintendents were female, and only two of those (1.73%) were 

Black women. Twenty-one women (18.26%) held the North Carolina superintendency during the 

2009–2010 academic year; however, the number of Black women remained the same (North 

Carolina Department of Public Instruction 2009, 2011). In 2010, only ten Black superintendents 

(9%) held positions in the state. The following decade began to show greater gains. By 2021, 

North Carolina had 25 (22%) Black superintendents, nearly tripling the number from 2000 (the 

data did not break down the percentage of Black women who were superintendents). 
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The School Superintendents Association (AASA) published the “2000 Study of the 

American School Superintendency.” Some findings from the study show: 

1. Disproportionate years of superintendent experience (26.6% of men have 14 or more 

years of experience; 74.9% of women have nine or fewer years of experience) 

2. 23.7% of men majored in education as undergraduates compared to 49.8% of women 
 

3. 40.5% of men spent about five years in the classroom; 40.4% of women spent at least 10 

years in the classroom 

4. 49% of minority superintendents report that discriminatory hiring practices are a major 

problem, versus 10% of White superintendents 

5. Women are appointed to the first superintendent position at a later age than men.  

This review of the literature will highlight disparities of women in educational leadership, 

especially Black women who are ascending to the superintendency.  

Intersectionality  

This term, intersectionality, was first introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 in a 

paper she published in the University of Chicago Legal Forum titled “Demarginalizing the 

Intersection of Race and Sex.” Crenshaw asserts that Black women can experience 

discrimination in any number of ways and that the contradiction arises from our assumptions that 

their claims of exclusion must be unidirectional. She also argues that by treating black women as 

purely women or purely Black, the courts, as they did in 1976, have repeatedly ignored specific 

challenges that face Black women as a group (Coaston, 2019).  

Intersectionality Theory has been used throughout the world to understand multiple forms of 

inequalities in areas such as health and medicine, government, and education. For example, in 

2022, the Scottish government published a research report titled "Using Intersectionality to 

Understand Structural Inequality in Scotland: Evidence Synthesis”. The purpose of that study 



 

 18 

was to understand structural inequalities in Scotland. The purpose of the report was to analyze 

existing literature on the concept and applications of intersectionality. Key findings show: 

1. People are shaped by simultaneous membership of multiple interconnected social 

categories 

2. The interactions between multiple social categories occur within a context of connected 

systems and structures of power 

3. These structural inequalities, reflected as relative disadvantage and privilege, are the  

outcome of interconnected social categories, power relations, and contexts 

In another example, Stevens et al. (2018) used intersectionality to assess the effectiveness 

of a coordinated perinatal mental health care model focused on socially disadvantaged ethnic 

minority women. The study found no statistically significant differences across ethnoracial 

groups, but when compared to other racial groups, Black women had the highest proportion of 

unemployment and the lowest rates of stable partnerships. A third example is the United Nations 

Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women), a United Nations 

agency dedicated to gender equality. UN Women collaborated with several nonprofit 

organizations to develop approaches (or “intersectionality enablers”) that help ensure that 

community members, professionals, and policymakers consider intersectionality in education 

and other fields (American University, 2023). Seven key approaches to ensure intersectionality 

include:  

1. Reflexivity – Examining one’s own unconscious biases and beliefs 

2. Respect – Respecting the dignity, choices, and autonomy of all people 

3. Accessibility – Ensuring accessibility and reasonable accommodation for all people 

4. Learning – Attempting to learn from the diverse knowledge of all people 
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5. Observing the interaction of identities – Considering how the complex identities of 

diverse people interact, along with how that interaction affects society 

6. Remaining aware of relational power – Observing who holds power and/or privilege 

under various circumstances 

7. Recognizing changes in space and time – Recognizing that variations in locations or 

across generations can alter the ways people experience disadvantage or privilege, and 

knowledge of those variations 

Role of Gender in the Superintendency 

Gender disparity in the superintendency applies to every state in the U.S., with men 

occupying more superintendent positions than women. This phenomenon implies there are gaps 

in the literature that explain the slow progress of women, especially Black women, in attaining 

the superintendency. Although the most recent data show that women make up much of the K-12 

public education workforce—77% of teachers and over half of principals (Schaeffer, 2024)—

gender segregation is still prominent in the highest leadership positions within the field.    

In 2022, the ILO (In the Life Of) Group, a women-founded educational strategy and 

policy firm, published a report titled the Superintendent Research Project. The study examined 

the 500 most populous districts in the country. Findings from the report revealed “as a country, 

we’ve made no meaningful progress in closing gender gaps in the education system leadership” 

(ILO Group, 2022). The research also highlighted significant geographic differences among the 

top 500 districts led by women superintendents, including those currently serving, those in 

interim roles, and those leaving their positions. 

1. 49% in the Northeast (18 women in 37 districts) 

2. 37% in the Midwest (24 women in 65 districts) 

3. 34% in the Southwest (33 women in 97 districts) 
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4. 27% in the West (40 women in 149 districts) 

5. 23% in the Southeast (35 women in 152 districts 

Women Leading Ed conducted a recent study between November 2023 and January 2024 

on women leaders throughout the country. The survey received responses from over 110 women, 

collectively serving nearly 8 million students across 81 school systems in 28 states. Findings 

from the study revealed: 

1. External and internal pressures 

2. Sacrifices vs. male peers 

3. Gender disparities in advancement and compensation 

4. Burnout due to job strain 

5. Skewed leadership pipeline 

It was not until 2023 that Rachel White published an analysis of her compiled 

contemporary dataset of the names of nearly 13,000 superintendents serving in America’s 

traditional K-12 public school districts in the 2019–20 school year. White and her research 

assistants took a list of the nation’s approximately 13,000 school districts and painstakingly 

gathered the names of their superintendents each year. The research team confirmed 

superintendents’ gender using sources such as media reports and school board meeting minutes. 

They obtained statewide superintendents' lists where available and scanned countless district  

websites (Stephens, 2023). Findings from the study revealed:  

1. Women make up one quarter (26%) of K-12 public school district superintendents in the  

dataset 

2. Women are significantly more likely to lead districts with higher proportions of 

students receiving free and reduced-price lunch 

3. Though more highly educated, women have unequal access to the superintendency 
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4. Districts were most likely to replace outgoing superintendents with a leader of the same 

gender (51.2% male replaced by male), (21.6% women replaced by male), (17.6% male 

replaced by women), (9.6% women replaced by women) 

5. Men can obtain more powerful positions with fewer resources (i.e., time, money)  

invested 

6. Women superintendents disproportionately lead urban (33.5%) and suburban districts  

(30.1%), while males disproportionately lead towns (77.7%) and rural districts (75.6%) 

Prior to White’s study, no national dataset of the gender of every U.S. K-12 public school 

superintendent has been available to inform contemporary discussions of the gender gap in the 

superintendency. DeMatthews, lead researcher on the report, attributes these disparities to 

structural barriers that work against women, including 

1. Expectations to prioritize family 

2. Limited professional networking opportunities 

3. Implicit biases that favor white men 

Santamaría (2014) argued that, as leaders from a marginalized group, women sometimes 

must overcome stereotype threats and work "hard to dispel negative stereotypes for groups with 

whom they identified” (p. 370). Because of the dearth of women in leadership roles, feelings of 

isolation and increased stress are not uncommon (Mahitivanichcha & Rorrer, 2006), originating 

from the need to justify their leadership positions and to define their position in their own terms 

(Coleman, 2003; Grogan, 2008; Méndez-Morse et al., 2015).  

Ranjitha and Unnithan (2018) posit that a woman’s identity is an ongoing and evolving 

process. From the time a woman is a child, she begins to identify her values and beliefs shaped 

by religion, culture, and tradition. Although the term identity limits one’s individuality, scholars 
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suggest that gender, racial, sexual, and class identities reflect individuals' current context. In 

Crenshaw’s (1989) thesis titled “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black 

Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics”, she 

uses intersectionality in this analogy:  

Consider an analogy to traffic in an intersection, coming and going in all four directions. 

Discrimination, like traffic through an intersection, may flow in one direction, and it may 

flow in another. If an accident happens in an intersection, it can be caused by cars 

traveling from any number of directions and, sometimes, from all of them. Similarly, if a 

Black woman is harmed because she is in the intersection, her injury could result from 

sex discrimination or race discrimination. (p. 149) 

While there has been considerable research focused on job-related stress for women in 

the public sector (Bacchus, 2008; Michael et al., 2009), fewer studies have been conducted in the 

field of education. McBride’s (2020) dissertation examined intersectionalities carried by female 

superintendents and their influence on her becoming a successful superintendent. Through a 

mixed-methods study, I sent an online questionnaire to each district superintendent. Data was 

collected on gender identity, spouse/parent identity, leadership identity, and professional identity. 

Findings in her study revealed that intersectionality had a significant effect on personal identity. 

The fewer experiences superintendents had with discrimination and microaggressive behavior, 

the higher their professional identity scores. 

Although the data indicated a positive trend for women aspiring to and acquiring the 

superintendency, Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) contend that the number of women 

superintendents is still significantly disproportionate to the number of females who are qualified 

and certified for the superintendency (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011). Literature on female 

superintendents began to develop in the 1970s, but because there were so few women in the 
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position at that time, much of the research on career barriers was conducted among job 

applicants rather than office holders (Kowalski & Strouder, 1999). Brunner and Peyton-Claire 

(2000) stated that women have two battles: one for children and one for themselves. How these 

superintendents manage such additional complex challenges and how they develop the 

confidence to weather these storms is related to their ability to be resilient. According to 

Saleebey (2002), resiliency refers to the practice of operating with a strength perspective, which 

stresses the capabilities, assets, and positive attributes of human beings rather than their 

weaknesses or pathologies. An important finding reveals that female administrators are "women 

first and administrators second" (Grogan, 1996), thus substantiating the premise that gender 

impacts how others perceive educational administration. 

Goines-Harris (2020) focused her dissertation on identifying perceived barriers and 

challenges experienced by African American women as they ascend to the superintendency and 

while serving as a superintendent. Using a mixed-method approach, I used data from survey 

questionnaires and interviews. Findings from the study revealed that gender-related barriers 

include:  

1. Predominance of male candidates for administrative positions 

2. Lack of acceptance by male administrators 

3. Selection of dress attire 

4. The belief that women do not make good administrators 

5. Gender bias in the selection and hiring process 

6. Working in a male-dominated profession 

7. Isolation and exclusion of African American women by their male counterparts 

The race-related barriers include: 

1. Belief that African American women do not make good administrators 
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2. Lack of acceptance by non-Black administrators and staff 

3. Racial bias in the selection and hiring process 

4. Belief that Black people must be better qualified than non-Black people to attain top-

level administrative positions 

5. Overt racism 

Szekeres et al. (2023) claim that gender bias is one of the most prevalent social problems 

around the world. Prestige leadership positions in fields like medicine, law, and education share 

the same gender disparities (Warner et al., 2018). Findings from the Calderone et al. 2020 study 

use feminist life course theory to examine the perspectives of current and aspiring female 

superintendents in the U.S. The research highlights several barriers to women ascending to 

senior district leadership roles, including gender bias, a lack of role models and support 

networks, familial responsibilities, and professional gatekeeping. Harvard Business Review 

(2018) published findings from a study in which 64 top-level women leaders from 51 different 

organizations were interviewed. The study identified four paradoxes: 

1. Demanding yet caring 

2. Authoritative yet participatory 

3. Advocating for themselves yet serving others 

4. Maintaining distance yet being approachable 

Women's career trajectories, including the superintendency, are often framed as a tension 

between their private and professional lives, influenced by family commitments, leadership 

styles, and challenges within the leadership "labyrinth” (Eagly & Carli, 2007). Juggling the 

demands of being a superintendent with family is also a reason why women either forgo or delay 

applying for superintendent positions (Webb, 2016). Fusarelli (2012) highlights balancing 
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motherhood and a successful career (at the time of her writing, she was also the only female 

faculty member in her department) in Mommy Guilt and Chicken Coops: 

It was a week before Easter and they had day-old chicks for sale. My son was 

mesmerized by the chicks and asked, “Mommy, can we please get some chicks?” I said, 

“No.” He kept pressing the issue and asked over and over if he could have some chicks. 

Exasperated, I finally blurted, “Drew, what on earth would you do with chickens?” He 

quickly replied, “Mommy, they can be my friends when you are working so much.” My 

heart sank. (p. 219)  

 
In a survey of school administrators, Glass (2000) found that most female 

superintendents believe that gender is a barrier to attaining the superintendency; however, the 

same survey reported that nearly 93% of the females in the study were rated either "good" or 

"excellent" by their school boards. While existing literature supports that gender and racial 

barriers hinder women’s access to the superintendency, they are not the only factors contributing 

to the low number of women in superintendent positions. Gullo and Sperandio (2020) published 

an article that examined the professional journeys and viewpoints of individuals who are either 

currently serving as superintendents or aspire to become superintendents in Pennsylvania. 

Findings showed that the gender gap in the superintendency persists, partly due to female 

assistant superintendents' lack of interest in the role. While the insider path (promotion within the 

district) is preferred and seen as optimal, many superintendents and assistant superintendents 

pursue outsider paths (hired from outside the district). Aspirant superintendents favor insider 

paths for interpersonal reasons, while current superintendents view them through intrapersonal 

factors. Outsider paths are valued for applicant traits by superintendents, while assistant 
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superintendents cite various, less-defined drivers. Overall, insider paths appeal due to 

interpersonal factors, and outsider paths align with district characteristics. 

Findings from AASA’s 2000 Study of the American School Superintendency showed that 

some women are not interested in being a superintendent due to personal reasons.  

1. Over half of the women surveyed viewed the nature of the superintendency as 

unattractive to women working as principals and central-office administrators 

2. Due to the likelihood of multiple moves as a superintendent, many female building 

administrators may perceive it as difficult to move into the superintendency if they are 

confronted with the problem of a trailing spouse 

3. Decreased mobility due to spouses with their own professional careers and state 

retirement systems that don’t permit portability of pension benefits 

Derrington and Sharratt (2009) noted that even though the percentage of female 

superintendents has increased substantially over the last two decades, at the current rate of 

change, it will take more than three additional decades before the percentage of female 

superintendents approaches parity with the percentage of male superintendents. More recently, 

White (2023) stated that at the current rate, we could potentially get to gender equality by 2035.  

Prior studies have repeatedly identified institutional bias to be a primary cause of the 

underrepresentation of females in school administration (Streitmatter, 1994). Still, some causes 

of gender disparities may be rooted in antiquated notions of women and leadership. Given that 

only 18.3% of superintendents were women in 2015, these organizational barriers are clearly 

evident (Finnan & McCord, 2016).  
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Intersectionality of Race in the Superintendency 

In a 2016 TED Talk, Crenshaw said she began to use the term "intersectionality" to deal 

with the fact that many of our social justice problems, like racism and sexism, are often 

overlapping, creating multiple levels of social injustice. Research indicates that right from the 

beginning, Black women are faced with what is termed “double jeopardy,” meaning both race 

and gender discrimination (Shorter-Gooden, 2014, p. 410).  

Women of color may face some of the same issues, but the stereotypes they battle are 

different. For Black women, it’s often that of the angry Black woman (Melson-Silimon, 2024). 

The National Commission on Glass Ceilings (1991) identified the underrepresentation of women 

in top executive positions in the workplace as the glass ceiling effect. Alston (1999) described 

the ceiling as concrete, not glass, if the woman is Black. Grogan (1999) pointed out that Black 

women aspiring to the superintendent’s position in public schools must tread through deep 

waters of disbelief held about race and gender. Newton (2006) points out that educational 

organizations erect formal and informal barriers and structures that limit career advancement and 

opportunities for women. These organizational and institutional barriers often lock women, 

Black women in particular, into lower-level, lower-paying jobs.  

Esteban-Guitart (2019) posits three principles that connect education and identity: 

1. That human identities are culturally situated and distributed 

2. That there is a constitutive link between learning and identity 

3. Sense (significant experience) plays an important role as a learning generator (p. 168) 

In a New York Times interview, Brittany Packnett, Black educator, activist, and writer, 

said, “Intersectionality is not about helping women of color handle the hardships,” she said. “It’s 

about dismantling them.” Black women in the superintendency are described as being in unique, 

multifaceted, and dynamic positions (Doughty, 1980; Nicholson, 1999) because they face 
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enormous barriers, difficult circumstances, and complex interactions (Edson, 1988). They are, as 

Greenleaf (1991) stated, “one [who] wants to serve and serve first. Then conscious choice brings 

one to aspire to lead” (p. 7). A related study by Kingsberry and Jean-Marie (2022) explored the 

experiences of Black women superintendents. Their study sought to address barriers faced by 

Black women attaining the superintendency as well as strategies these women used to overcome 

those barriers. The questions used to guide the study included: 

1. What are the barriers that Black women face in accessing the position of superintendency 

(i.e., route to the superintendency)? 

2. What strategies do Black women superintendents use to overcome barriers on the way to 

the superintendency (i.e., confronting and overcoming challenges in the 

superintendency)? 

Three key findings that emerged from this study were: 

1. Superintendents’ understanding of resilience 

2. Barriers to accessing the superintendency and within the superintendency 

3. Internal strategies, such as faith and confidence, and external strategies, such as forming 

relationships with gatekeepers and developing mentoring and support systems 

According to Peetz and Ifatusi (2023), the “Untapped Talent: An 11-Year Analysis of the Texas 

Superintendent Workforce” study aligns with prior research that identified similar findings 

nationwide. Findings from the study reveal key insights:  

1. Superintendents don’t reflect the state's student population 

2. Women are a minority of superintendents, but most are principals and teachers 

3. Women, Black, and Hispanic leaders take longer to become superintendents 

4. Women tend to earn less than male superintendents 
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5. Women, Black, and Hispanic superintendents are more likely to lead high-poverty 

districts 

Dr. Usamah Rodgers is a Black woman superintendent serving the DeSoto Independent 

School District in Texas. When asked in an online interview why it was important for students of 

color to see leaders like her in leadership positions, her reply was:   

I think it’s important for students to see themselves because if they see it, then they can 

believe it. I think it’s important to be a role model and help understand my background, 

and while it may not be very different from theirs, it shows that anything is possible if 

you work hard and put your mind to achieving your goals. (The Education Trust, 2024) 

Kingsberry’s (2015) dissertation used the Protective Factors and Resilience theory as a 

framework to understand and describe the ways Black women have been resilient in attaining 

and maintaining the superintendency. She sought to gain insight into how Black women have 

dealt with challenges in their position and overcome them. The top barriers Black women faced 

in attaining and maintaining the superintendency, according to Kingsberry, are: 

1. Intersection of race and gender 

2. Negative perceptions of women and African Americans 

3. Culture 

4. The lack of opportunity afforded to African American women 

5. Discouragement from others 

Challenges within the position, according to Kingsberry, were: 

1. Balancing work and family 

2. Stress 

3. Unforeseen challenges  
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Kingsberry’s participants reported resiliency protective factors such as:  

1. Having faith 

2. Having confidence 

3. Having a support system 

4. Being prepared 

Pipeline for Black Women in Line to the Superintendency 

The underrepresentation of women, Black women in particular, in the superintendency is 

not attributable to the lack of women possessing superintendent licensure. Women constitute 

more than half of the doctoral students in educational administration, yet they occupy about one-

fourth of the administrative positions in the field (Sharp et al, 2004). Black women currently 

enroll in graduate school programs and earn doctoral degrees at higher rates than all other 

demographic groups in the United States (Grillo et al., 2022). In the 2011-2012 academic year, 

women earned 77% of all master's degrees and 67.7% of all doctoral degrees in the field of 

education (Snyder et al., 2016). This advances the notion of Irby and Brown (2000) that 

educational administrative programs should address the unique needs and challenges of women 

and other minority groups in their leadership program design. What is remarkable, however, is 

that the underrepresentation of Black superintendents continues to be low despite a surge in 

the number of doctorates in education being awarded within that population (The Journal of 

Blacks in Higher Education, 2006).  

Despite the small numbers of Black female superintendents and the overwhelming 

obstacles of the position (Alston, 1996), those Black women who serve as public school 

superintendents continue to meet the challenges of educational leadership and are flourishing in 

their jobs. In recent years, several districts–both large and small–have hired their first women 
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leaders (Gordon, 2020). In 2020, the superintendent rate in North Carolina was 27%, topping the 

national average of 24%, according to the School Superintendents Association (AASA).  

While the nationwide percentage has remained stubbornly low over the past decade, the 

percentage of female superintendents in North Carolina is trending up, propelled by more open 

hiring practices and a breakdown of societal biases. To address the disparity of diversity 

leadership in school districts, the AASA now has four academies to support district 

administrators: 

1.  The Aspiring Superintendents Academy Hybrid Model 

2. The Aspiring Superintendents Academy for Female Leaders 

3. The Aspiring Superintendents Academy for Latino and Latina Leaders 

4. The Urban Superintendents Academy 

Benefits of Black women superintendents include opportunities to serve as role models 

for culturally diverse students, providing a more humanistic and relational style of leadership, 

and a unique understanding and commitment to ensuring equitable educational opportunities for 

all students in the present climate of educational reform (Dillard, 1995; Grogan, 1999; Hudson et 

al., 1998). In a 2024 online interview with The Education Trust, DeSoto’s Independent School 

District’s superintendent stated, “The challenges and opportunities facing Black women is the 

pressure to get it right the first time…that as women, we’re not afforded the luxury sometimes to 

make mistakes and so that being said, we want to make sure you do the job well so that you 

create opportunities for the next women or person of color in the future.” According to Caitlynn 

Peetz (2024) of Education Week, women who hold superintendent positions now say it’s 

important for aspiring female leaders to believe in themselves and their abilities, create and lean 

on a network of supportive colleagues, and build relationships in and out of school buildings. 
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However, there is limited information about the importance of mentoring, sponsorships, 

formal and informal networks, and the impact of these supports on the ability to ascend to higher 

positions within organizations (Allen et al., 1995). Mentoring is crucial to give these women the 

tools they need to thrive as district leaders. In some areas, Black women superintendents have 

joined forces to build community and support. This mentoring may come in the form of regular 

check-ins. But the group of Black female district leaders has remained small, so much so that 

they’ve developed a “sisterhood”—an informal network where they share career advice, provide 

emotional and professional support, offer career leads, and lend an ear on how to navigate the 

challenges of district leadership in an environment that was not created with them in mind 

(Superville, 2023). 

Despite disparities in representation, research supports that Black women do aspire to the 

superintendency. According to Grogan and Brunner, 40% of the women in central office 

administration identified themselves as aspiring to the superintendency. Toward that end, 74% 

had either earned their superintendent credential or were working toward certification. Women 

of color were more likely to be prepared to assume the top job; 85% of women of color 

assistant/associate/deputy superintendents already have or are working on their superintendency 

certificate compared to 73% of White women (Brunner & Grogan, in press). Foster (2004) 

suggested that the lack of Black leaders can be linked to a shortage of Black teachers in the 

leadership pipeline, the rate of recruitment and retention of Black people into leadership 

preparation programs, and the eventual appointment of Black people to leadership positions. The 

majority of Black leaders are employed in large urban districts where challenges such as a lack 

of resources, underfunding, teacher certification, and student achievement are constant 

challenges. These challenges ultimately affect performance evaluations and tenure of Black 
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leaders. Therefore, it is critical that programs balance theory with practical experiences to 

prepare individuals for the realities of leadership positions (Brown, 2005) 

Studies of superintendent gender gaps have primarily been conducted by doctoral 

students (Sampson & Gresham, 2017; Shakeshaft, 1979) and have been bound to a single state. 

Most gender-related studies have focused on women in educational administration positions, 

which have primarily focused on building-level leadership positions such as principals. 

Due to the gap in the literature that examines this phenomenon, I argue that additional 

research is needed, as we do not have adequate information highlighting internal and external 

factors that may contribute to the underrepresentation of Black women in superintendent 

positions. Using an exploratory qualitative approach, the research contributes to the existing 

body of literature perspectives on Black women district-level leaders to understand their 

aspirations to seek or not seek the superintendency. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 2 addressed the research on women in the superintendency, with an emphasis on 

Black women aspiring to this position. Chapter 3 discusses the research methodology used in the 

study. Chapter 4 discusses the findings from the study. In Chapter 5, the study’s implications, 

including recommendations for practice, policy, and further research, are discussed. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

This chapter explains the methodology used to conduct the study. The methodological 

rationale explains why I chose this method of study. The site selection and sample section 

address how participants were identified to participate in the study and the location of data 

collection. In this chapter, I provide a detailed description of the data collection and analysis. In 

addition, she explains the validity, reliability, and trustworthy measures taken to control possible 

bias. Ethical considerations are expressed to ensure human subject protections. Study limitations 

and delimitations are shared, as well as a chapter summary.  

I served as a school administrator in North Carolina. During her tenure, she noticed a 

scarcity of Black women occupying the position of superintendent. It was during a discussion in 

her education policy course that she began to question why there were so few Black women 

superintendents in North Carolina. The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to 

understand why more Black women are not serving as superintendents in North Carolina. This 

chapter presents in-depth questions posed in semi-structured interviews with selected 

participants. I gathered data in the form of recorded and transcribed information to analyze and 

generate findings. 

For this study, I examined the following research questions: 

RQ1. Why are more Black women school district leaders not in the superintendent position?  

Sub RQ1.1 - What internal factors motivate or deter Black women district leaders to seek or 

not seek the superintendent position? 

Sub RQ1.2 - What external factors motivate or deter Black women district leaders to seek or 

not seek the superintendent position? 
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The literature on Black women superintendents is limited, prompting this study to carry 

out an exploratory qualitative study that focuses exclusively on this demographic. The research 

questions were open-ended, enabling participants to elaborate on their perspectives. The 

interview questions were carefully crafted and aligned with these research questions to 

effectively guide the study. An exploratory qualitative approach was well-suited for capturing 

the authentic stories of this population. In qualitative research, theory can help explain or predict 

phenomena in the world (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I did not utilize a framework, as she was 

uncertain about what she would discover; therefore, she conducted the qualitative study through 

exploration.  

Research Design 

 For this study, I used an exploratory qualitative approach. Stevens and Wrenn (2013) 

compare exploratory research to detective work, as it involves searching for clues to uncover 

what has happened or what is currently occurring. This type of research can be used to discover, 

capture, present, and preserve the narratives of organizations, programs, communities, and 

families (Patton, 2002, p. 196). Patton also notes that data from this method can add depth to 

qualitative results, enriching the findings through detailed case elaboration (Patton, 2002, p. 

193). 

Swedberg (2020) defines exploratory research as the essence of quality research, as many 

researchers in the field have. The strength in an exploratory qualitative study allows for the 

generation of ideas, insights, and hypotheses, and to read what others have done and discovered 

about the topic (Stevens & Wrenn, 2013). Data from qualitative studies produces rich, detailed, 

and valid process data based on the participants’, rather than the investigator’s, perspectives and 

interpretations.	Patton (2002) states that qualitative data can put flesh on the bones of qualitative 

results, bringing the results to life through in-depth case elaboration. By using this approach, I 
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explored the moves of Black women district leaders aspiring to the superintendency. To guide 

the study, I solicited a variety of perspectives from participants. This method provided me with a 

personal understanding of the participants' feelings, which will provide greater insight into the 

research topic. 

Sample 

A sample of 8 participants was selected for the study based on the following criteria: 

● Self-identify as Black or African American 

● Self-identify as a woman 

● Be employed at the public school district level in North Carolina 

● Currently serving as district leaders (administrators) 

I recruited participants through snowball sampling, also known as chain or network sampling. 

The name for this sampling approach stems from asking several people “who else to talk with,” 

making the snowball bigger and bigger as you accumulate new information-rich cases (Patton, 

2002). In addition to snowball sampling, I recruited participants who had self-identified 

pronouns, such as she/her/hers, and titles like Miss, Ms., and Mrs., on the school district web 

page. Individuals confirmed their self-identifying gender and race on the consent form and again 

in the interview.   

From the list of names on the recruitment list, I sent a blind copied recruitment letter to 

the individuals via email, inviting them to participate in the study (See Appendix A). The 

recruitment letter opens with an introduction, followed by the study’s purpose, interview process, 

criteria for eligibility, safety measures to protect the individual's privacy, right to withdraw from 

the study, explanation of informed consent prior to participating, resume request, and my contact 

information. At the bottom of the letter is a link to upload their resume and a consent link that 

directs the individual to sign the consent form (See Appendix B). Once the individual signed the 
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consent form by typing their name and checking the box to validate the signature, I followed up 

with a thank-you email and invited the participant to be interviewed on a date, time, and location 

of her choice. This was important in building trust with the participants by allowing them to 

choose where they would feel most comfortable being interviewed. 

Once individuals responded with consent to participate in the study, I compiled them on a 

checklist (See Appendix C) to check if they qualified for the study. The checklist included the 

participant’s name, school district, position, email address, and phone number, along with a 

yes/no column to indicate whether the individual self-identified as Black or African American 

and as a woman on the consent form and resume submission. From the names that came in, I 

prioritized the participants based on job title, prioritizing assistant superintendents first and 

directors second. Assistant superintendents oversee more departments and work more closely 

with the superintendent. The daily interactions with the superintendent are best suited for me.  

Once the individuals responded by agreeing to participate, I followed 

 up with a thank-you email that included a request to schedule a face-to-face interview for a day 

and time of her convenience. Once the participant agreed on a date, time, and location of her 

convenience, the interview was scheduled, and the participant received an email confirmation 

message.   
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Data Collection 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) assert that the steps in data collection “include setting 

boundaries for the study through sampling and recruitment, collecting information through 

unstructured or semi-structured observations and interviews, documents, and visual materials, 

and establishing a protocol for recording information” (p. 185). Data was collected through semi-

structured interviews. Participants were assigned a pseudonym to protect their identity. An 

interview protocol was used to guide the interview (See Appendix D). I read exactly what was 

stated in the interview protocol, not deviating from the script unless to ask a clarifying question. 

The following elements were stated in the protocol and read prior to the recorded interview: 

● Message of thanks 

● Purpose of the interview 

● Confidentiality agreement 

● Risk(s) involved in the study 

● Verbal agreement to consent to be interviewed and recorded 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) recommend starting the interview with an icebreaker 

question to make the interviewee feel at ease. The interview questions were intentionally open-

ended to allow participants to freely share their truths. Interview questions align with RQ. 1, and 

its sub-questions, and the interviews themselves lasted between 45 minutes and an hour. This 

method of data collection is highly effective in gaining the personal thoughts, feelings, and 

perspectives of the participants. Unlike a structured interview, which is formal and has a limited 

set of questions, a semi-structured interview is flexible, allowing new questions to arise during 

the interview based on what the interviewees have said (Ruslin, Mashuri, Rasak, et al., 2022).   
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Opdennaker (2006) highlights four strengths of face-to-face interviews:  

● Social cues are easily read 

● Interviews can be recorded 

● Interviewee responses are spontaneous 

● Easy termination of the interview 

There are some weaknesses in conducting interviews. One example is that the 

interviewee can feel uncomfortable due to the interviewer's close proximity. Another weakness is 

that the interviewer can fail to take notes because the interview is being recorded. To address this 

issue, I added this task to the interview protocol as a reminder to take notes. Transcribing tape 

recordings is time-consuming and necessary to capture the participant’s own voice.  

The interviews were scripted with open-ended questions to avoid yes or no responses 

from the participants. The purpose of creating open-ended questions is to enable the researcher to 

understand and capture the points of view of other people without predetermining those points of 

view through prior selection of questionnaire categories (Patton, 2002, p. 21).   

Participants were given a pseudonym for this study to protect their identity. Audio 

recordings and notes taken by me were regarded as highly confidential and stored and locked to 

maintain security. I did not deviate from the interview protocol (Appendix D). Sample interview 

questions include: 

1. Please share your educational background with me.  

2. What made you choose to enter the field of education? 

3. Currently, there are seven Black women superintendents in North Carolina. Why do you 

think there are not more Black women superintendents?  

4. You self-identified your race as Black or African American on the consent form you 

submitted. Do you affirm? What other identities intersect with who you are? 



 

 40 

5. The superintendency is the top educational leadership role in a school district. How will 

your family and personal life be impacted if you are offered the superintendent position?  

I reviewed the interview questions outlined in the interview protocol to ensure the 

questions align with the research question and sub-questions. I asked open-ended questions to 

avoid yes or no responses from the participants. The responses enabled me to gain insight and 

capture the points of view of other people without predetermining those points of view through 

prior selection of questionnaire categories (Patton, 2002, p. 21). Each participant is an individual 

person with a different experience; therefore, it is important to capture the authenticity of each 

interviewee. At the completion of the interview, a copy of the transcript was prepped for data 

analysis. Another benefit of exploratory qualitative interviews is that they give the researcher 

flexibility to follow up with a respondent who has mentioned an unanticipated answer.  

Data Analysis 

The data analysis involved multiple steps. Transcripts from the interviews were uploaded 

to Google Sheets and cleaned by removing utterances and repeated words.  Transcripts were 

reread to familiarize me with the data. Each interview transcript was read more than twice to 

capture exactly what was stated, correcting grammatical errors, repeated words, and stutters. 

Cleaned transcripts were read in their entirety multiple times to familiarize me with the text. 

Analysis was achieved through qualitative coding. Qualitative coding is a process of taking 

unstructured data and systematically categorizing excerpts to find themes and patterns for 

analysis (Delve, 2020). In this process, text data is taken apart to see what they yield before 

putting the data back together in a meaningful way (Creswell, 2015, p. 156).  

For qualitative research, Saldaña (2016) suggests dividing the coding process into two 

main cycles: First Cycle Coding serves as an initial step, and Second Cycle Coding is conducted 

for deeper analysis. In the first cycle, I used in vivo coding to break apart the data and make it 
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more manageable by assigning labels and developing codes based on what emerged from the 

data. In the second cycle, I conducted a more detailed line-by-line coding to refine and expand 

upon the initial codes. This involved closely examining each line of data to identify meanings, 

underlying assumptions, and implied ideas within participants’ responses. This method is 

preferred because the codes are derived from the participant's actual language, honoring her 

voice.  

Codes are defined as labels that assign symbolic meaning to the descriptive or inferential 

information compiled during a study (Miles et al., 2014, p. 71). Each code was translated to data 

(Vogt et al., 2014, p. 13) and gave meaning to each individual datum for later purposes of pattern 

detection, categorization, assertion or proposition development, theory building, and other 

analytic processes.  

All collected data was stored in the codebook software. Creswell and Cresswell (2018) 

suggest the following recommendations for a qualitative codebook:  

● A list of codes 

● A code label for each code,  

● A brief definition of it 

● A full definition of it 

● Information about when to use the code and when not to use it 

● An example of a quote illustrating the code 

The original research questions and sub-questions guided me throughout the coding process.  
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Positionality Statement 

As a Black woman educational leader and researcher, my interest in this study is deeply 

connected to both my personal and professional experiences within education. Growing up in 

Harlem,  in New York, I always envisioned becoming an educator because of the positive and 

supportive relationships I experienced with my elementary, middle, and high school teachers. 

That dream evolved into a career spanning more than 20 years in education, during which I have 

served in multiple roles, including tutor, teacher, school interventionist, principal resident, digital 

learning specialist, and charter school superintendent. These experiences have shaped my 

understanding of educational leadership, equity, and representation within school systems.  

My experiences as a school administrator during the first two years of the COVID 

pandemic further influenced my perspective on educational leadership. As part of statewide PK–

12 leadership meetings with the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, the state 

superintendent, and superintendents (charter and public) across North Carolina, I observed very 

few Black women superintendents. Witnessing this underrepresentation prompted me to reflect 

more deeply on the systemic barriers, inequities, and leadership pathways that shape the 

experiences of Black women in district leadership roles.  

I hold the position of a Black woman educational leader and researcher. I earned a 

doctorate degree and a Master’s in Educational Leadership. As an educator and educational 

leader with a combined 20 years of experience, I acknowledge the access I have to educational 

resources and to continuous professional development to enhance my leadership skills, stay 

current with educational trends, and improve outcomes for all learners.  

I am aware of the history of bias and inequality towards women and women of color in 

educational leadership. During my tenure in school administration, it was not uncommon to 
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attend state-wide meetings with district superintendents, only to witness a small number of Black 

women serving as superintendents. As a Black woman researcher with an advanced degree in 

educational leadership, studying the lived experiences of Black women district leaders, I 

recognize my own experiences and strive to ensure that the voices I uplift in my research are 

those of my participants, rather than my own views and opinions.  

Through this research, I hope to better understand the perceptions, experiences, and 

pathways of Black women educational leaders who have attained or pursued superintendent 

positions.  

Reliability and Validity 

Reliability in qualitative research is the consistency or repeatability of an instrument 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I ensured reliability by making a detailed checklist of the steps she 

would take to collect and analyze the data. Yin (2009) suggested the need to document as many 

steps of the procedures as possible. All participants in the study were asked the same interview 

questions as stated in the interview protocol.  

Validity in qualitative research refers to the “appropriateness” of the tools, processes, and 

data (Leung, 2015). An exploratory qualitative study is most appropriate for the researcher to 

gain insight into the personal thoughts, perceptions, and feelings of Black women school leaders 

who aspire to the position of a superintendent. For this reason, I maintained reliability by 

creating a detailed checklist of the steps I would take to analyze the data. Creswell and Miller 

(2000) state that validity is one of the strengths of qualitative research and is based on 

determining whether the findings are accurate from the standpoint of the researcher, the 

participant, or the readers of an account. I checked for the accuracy of the findings by using 

thick, rich descriptions to communicate findings, member checks to ensure our codes are 

consistent, giving voice to the participant, and avoiding any research bias by acknowledging my 
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own biases and remaining neutral throughout the study. Creswell and Creswell (2018) explain 

that using rich, thick descriptions offers many perspectives about a theme, adding to the validity 

of the findings. Through meaningful self-reflection, I clarified the biases I bring to the study. 

Good qualitative research contains comments by the researchers about how their interpretation of 

the findings is shaped by their background, such as their gender, culture, history, and 

socioeconomic origin (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Trustworthiness 

Patton (2002) suggests establishing an “audit trail” to verify the rigor of the fieldwork 

and confirmability of the data collected to minimize bias, maximize accuracy, and report 

impartiality, believing “inaccuracy and bias are unacceptable” (p. 93). In addition, Yin (2009) 

recommends documenting as many steps of the procedures as possible. Throughout the study, it 

is imperative that the researcher be an active listener and notetaker to translate the data into the 

voices of her participants. I conducted member checking by having the interviewee review the 

transcription for accuracy. To establish trustworthiness, I created an audit trail. I safeguarded all 

data by locking audio devices and hardcopy documents in a secure location. Data stored on the 

computer was password-protected. 

Study Limitations and Delimitations 

For this study, all my interviews were held on Zoom instead of in person. I preferred in-

person, but as I previously stated, I gave the participant a choice. Another limitation was time. I 

had a timeline to complete the study and wanted to collect my data before public schools went on 

summer break.  

The advantage of delimitations in a study is that it narrows down the appropriate 

participants needed for the study. I purposely limited the scope of the study to North Carolina to 
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include senior-level district administrators. This study’s delimitations were also limited to 

participants who self-identified as women and as Black or African American. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 3 described the methodology used in the study. A rationale was given for the 

methodology selected, data collection, and analysis. Findings from this study will be shared in 

Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, the study’s findings and implications for policy, practice, and further 

research are discussed.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 
Introduction  

The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to explore and understand factors 

that influence Black women district leaders to seek or not seek the superintendency. Few studies 

have examined Black women working at the district level in proximity to their superintendent. I 

used the following research and sub-research questions to guide the study:  

RQ 1. Why are more Black women school district leaders not in the superintendent 

position?  

Sub RQ 1.1 – What internal factors motivate or deter Black women district leaders to 

seek or not seek the superintendent position?  

Sub RQ 1.2 – What external factors motivate or deter Black women district leaders to 

seek or not seek the superintendent position?  

Summary of Methods 
 
 An exploratory qualitative study was the appropriate method to use to conduct the study. 

This approach allowed me to explore my topic and to discover findings that emerged from the 

data. Data sources collected included interview transcripts, participant resumes, and the 

observational notes I took during the interviews. I collected the names and contact information of 

potential participants from my professional network. I sent an email to potential participants 

inviting them to participate in the study. Participants had to agree to participate, complete all 

requested consent forms, and participate in a one-on-one interview. In addition, participants were 

asked to submit their most recent resume. Interviews were conducted at a location of their 

convenience.  
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To prepare for data analysis, I read through my transcripts multiple times to familiarize 

myself with the data. Transcripts were cleaned and uploaded to a codebook I created in Google 

Sheets. Data was analyzed using two coding cycles.    In the first cycle, I used in vivo coding by 

assigning codes from direct quotes in the interview transcripts. This resulted in fifteen initial 

codes. For the second cycle, I used line-by-line coding to refine codes from the first cycle. This 

second cycle of coding resulted in the following nine codes: making a difference, right fit, God, 

having to prove oneself, navigating politics, mentorship & support, children come first, work/life 

balance, and stereotypes.  

After completing two coding cycles, five themes emerged: 1. Recredibilitation, 2. 

Leadership image and stereotyping, 3. Networking and mentoring gap, and 4. Psychological 

effects of gender, racial, social, and political structures, and 5. Spirituality. These themes reflect 

the ways participants made meaning of their experiences within district leadership and show how 

both structural conditions and internal responses shape their decisions to pursue or not pursue the 

superintendency.  

Participant Profiles 

Three criteria were required to participate in the study:  

1. Self-identify as Black or African American 

2. Self-identify as a woman 

3. Be employed in a senior-level position within a North Carolina school district. 

To ensure participants met the study criteria, I reviewed all consent forms and confirmed their 

self-identified race and gender. Table 4.1 portrays the demographics of the participants selected 

in the study. Each participant was given a pseudonym to protect their identity. Ages ranged from 

mid-30s to early 60s. Five participants were married, and three were single. Only one participant 
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did not have children. All participants have earned a doctorate and have held senior-level 

leadership roles for over three years.  

Table 4.1. Participant Profiles. 

Participants Age Range Marital 
Status Children Highest Degree 

Earned 
Years in District 

Leadership 
Maxine 50-54 Married Yes Doctorate 9-10 
Pauline 45-49 Married Yes Doctorate 3-4 
Jordan 45-49 Single No Doctorate 3-4 
Glenda 55-59 Married Yes Doctorate 12-13 
Donna 50-54 Single Yes Doctorate 10-11 
Christy 35-39 Single Yes Doctorate 4-5 

Alexandria 60-64 Married Yes Doctorate 12-13 
Bernice 50-54 Married Yes Doctorate 13-14 

 

All interviews were conducted via Zoom. Although we were far apart and communicated 

via video, the participants spoke openly and were candid. There were times during the interview 

when they laughed at moments they reflected on. They used comfortable language, saying words 

and phrases like, “You know, Keisha?” “You know, Dr. White.” Pauline stressed the 

pronunciation, emphasizing the phrase “oh girl,” which phonetically sounded like “Oh gurlllll!”  

Maxine wore a suit during the interview and informed me she was going to attend a 

funeral later that day. Pauline attended the interview in a hoodie and hair pulled in a ponytail. 

She did not attempt to fix the hair that was visibly out of place and kept talking. Jordan was 

casually dressed in a fleece pullover top. Glenda attended her interview wearing a windbreaker 

and a ball cap, eating a snack. Donna interviewed from her car. Christy, Alexandria, and Bernice 

were dressed professionally. Three interviewees were late for their interviews due to meetings or 

personal matters, but they all wanted to continue, even when I asked if rescheduling would be 

more convenient.  
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Table 4.2 shows the roles participants held before advancing to senior leadership. I did 

not include other roles participants held in their educational careers before working at the district 

because not all performed those roles in the study. Participants taught for at least 5 years and 

served as an assistant principal, principal, or both. Three participants stated they grew up in a 

family of educators. Maxine, Jordan, Christy, Alexandria, and Bernice all wanted to be teachers 

from a young age. Education was not the first career choice for Pauline, Glenda, and Donna, 

though they enjoy their jobs. 

In Section Two of the interview, I asked what made them choose to enter the field of 

education. Maxine said that education had always been a passion of hers. She smiled as she took 

her time telling her story, beaming as she talked about how many of her students and parents 

keep in touch with her. She said, 

And I just think it is just a gift that I’ve been given because I enjoy the relationships with 

people. And some of my first classes, when I initially started teaching. I stay in contact 

with those students right now. And so, therefore, just the impact and just the relationship, 

and I just hope that I had a very small portion of pouring into them so that they could live 

productive lives, and it’s just something that really and truly energizes me. 

Pauline, whose career choice was not in education, said she believes everything happens for a 

reason and that helping people is her “Why.” Jordan said she was born to be an educator. Glenda 

switched to education because it was a career she could pursue while keeping her summers and 

holidays free. She noted, “There were some major advantages to it, even though I know when I 

went into it, salary wasn’t gonna be your highest.” Donna received a full-ride scholarship and 

said, “The more I learned about pedagogy, curriculum, and things of that nature, I really started 

to enjoy it, and then when I started working with the kids, I realized that it was indeed for me.” 
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Christy stated she has always had a love for children, and Alexandria shared, “It’s always been a 

passion for me, even from a young age.” Bernice shared that she has always enjoyed school and 

even “played school” at home with her siblings.  

Table 4.2. Roles in Education Before District Leadership. 
 

Participant Years Teaching 
Combined Years as an Assistant 

Principal and Principal 
Years as a Senior-Level 

School Leader 

Maxine 7-8 13 9-10 

Pauline 9-10 7 3-4 

Jordan 5-6 8 3-4 

Glenda 5-6 8 12-13 

Donna 5-6 10 9-10 
Christy 9-10 3 4-5 

Alexandria 5-6 2 14-15 
Bernice 7-8 6 14-15 

 

Research Question 1: Why are more Black women school district leaders not in the 

superintendent position? 

At the time of this study, only seven Black women held the position of district 

superintendent in North Carolina. In each interview with my participants, I shared this fact at the 

outset, then asked why they thought there were not more Black women in that role. Three of the 

participants opened their responses with a sigh, then paused, and said it was a loaded question. I 

observed Maxine looking off reflectively at times as she answered this question. She even 

pointed her finger at me on occasion to emphasize the points that she was saying. Data analysis 

from Research Question 1 produced four themes.  
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Theme 1: Recredibilitation 

Five of the eight participants reported having to work harder to establish their credibility 

at the district level. This theme, which I coined from my data analysis, is “recredibilitation”. To 

explain, recredibilitation is the repeated use of cognitive and communicative actions to 

demonstrate one’s credibility, despite having similar or more advanced credentials than peers 

(White, 2026). The following are direct quotes from participants who answered the question of 

why they thought there were not more Black women superintendents. Maxine stated,  

We, being an African American female, sometimes we’re the only person of minority 

descent in specific situations. And my experience has been that I have always had to 

prove my credibility. My credentials, really and truly, they don't speak for themselves. I 

have to make sure that I know facts, statistics, and I have to really and truly prepare 

myself, more so than my counterparts. And a lot of times, when we're the only minority 

in those situations, sometimes we're overlooked, and we're not taken very seriously. And 

it seems as if there has to be a continuous credibility that we have to exhibit before we 

earn the respect of our colleagues. 

In response to the same question, Jordan said,  

In our experiences, our lived experiences, we know that, and I say “know” because it is 

our lived experiences, that when things happen, we’re constantly having to work 

differently, being more careful, being more than. So I think that sometimes deters us from 

moving into those roles, too. We doubt ourselves, I think, at times, and maybe I’m just 

speaking for myself and my lived experience on whether we can do, whether we’re good 

enough, because everything around us tells us sometimes that we’re not. 
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In my interview with Pauline, she, too, mentioned the additional effort she has to put in to 

demonstrate her credibility. Pauline went on to say,  

I also feel like, too…and I can say this as an African-American Black woman, I feel like 

in the level in which I am working, I have to always work extra hard, the credentials have 

to be more than what credentials would be for a Black, not even just a male in general, 

but Black male or white male, for that matter. 

Donna replied to this question, saying,  

Sometimes, Black people, in general, are not held are no in as the best standard, like, was 

almost it subpar, even though we always have to work extra hard to get anything that we 

have. But sometimes it’s hard to get community support. I bet that most of those seven 

superintendents have advanced degrees, because what I'm noticing is that when we do 

have roles, we are highly educated, where other people could just have not have an 

advanced degree in there, they matriculate through the process in the school system a lot 

faster. 

Christy feels that even with the same credentials, the pathway to the superintendency is not easy. 

I do feel like being transparent, that a lot of times for Black women, it’s very hard for us 

to be in those spaces, even to be considered. So while we may have peers that have the 

same credentials as we do, they may have stepped into the role without an ounce of 

background in being a superintendent.  

All participants were read the same scripted questions in the interview protocol. The only 

time I deviated from the protocol was to ask a clarifying question. This happened when I asked 

Maxine to clarify what she meant by, “It’s a different standard for us.” This was Maxine’s 

clarification of the question by saying,   
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And so, I had to be very careful with my words and the emotions, and I don’t see that 

same criteria for my other counterparts. So, every move that I make, it has to be 

calculated. I have to strategize. And the times that I have not done that; I have paid dear 

consequences. I have… I want to say severe consequences, but there have been 

consequences that I’ve had to go back and try to refocus or reiterate my points so that it 

wasn’t taken out of context. And so, with that, I have tried to move very carefully and 

very calculated. And so, therefore, I don’t think that others have to do the same type of 

thinking, or… reflecting. And so, a lot of times, in a lot of situations, I’m very quiet 

because I’m observing things. But when it’s time for me to speak. I want to make sure 

that what I say is credible and impactful. 

Theme 2: Leadership Image and Stereotyping  
 

Participants reported that existing stereotypes among Black women in district leadership 

hinder their ability to lead. Some participants noted that their race and gender are not the first 

things that come to mind when people see a school district superintendent. They also mentioned 

stereotypical phrases placed on Black women, like “Angry Black female” and “Angry Black 

woman,” in reference to the stereotype placed on Black women who communicate authority. 

Responding to the interview question on why they thought there are not more Black women 

superintendents in North Carolina, Jordan said,  

I just think that Black women, when people see us, they don't see a principal. They don't 

see a superintendent. We don’t fit the… we don’t look the part. You know, I do think that 

everything is about race, and so you know, I think we fight and have a lot of barriers and 

challenges that are in regards to race and to gender, to both of those two things that make 

it much, much harder for us to get into those positions. 
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Bernice used an illustration of the community’s perception of a Black woman district leader. She 

said,  

Black women are not often portrayed as ones who can handle the role. It’s a very diverse 

role, and you have to have extensive knowledge about education, but you also have to 

work well with all communities within a district. And those communities have to be 

receptive to an African American woman being in that role, and it depends on the 

communities and how they view what type of leader they should have. 

According to Donna,  

I think, one, as a Black woman, there are a lot of obstacles that we have to overcome, one 

of this image of being, like, the mad, angry Black woman. And, you know, sometimes 

when you are passionate, and you hold true to your beliefs and values, and you advocate, 

it’s misjudged and misread, and sometimes, people portray you differently from who you 

are. 

In a reply similar to Donna’s, Maxine noted, 

A lot of times, we're not taken seriously. If we are passionate about something and we 

show energy, I have found that I have had to be very careful because if I show emotion, 

sometimes it may stereotype me into being an angry Black female. 

Pauline replied,  

I think…, and I don’t want to say that, I feel like it’s a good boy’s system, but I feel like 

it is always… and I feel confident in saying this is crazy in my current district that I work 

in. One of the things that the superintendent, who’s in another district now, stated is that 

he, as a superintendent, does not like to put women in leadership, including principalships 

and things of that nature, because he feels that we are emotional. I think he was… bold to 
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make that statement. I think a lot of people in upper-level leadership probably feel that 

way, but do not feel confident enough or want to say it out loud. And so, I think it is this 

idea that men make for better leaders...and I’ve also noticed that if you are an alpha 

female, or a female of confidence, they would much rather you not be the voice in the 

room. 

Table 4.3 presents participants’ views on how they think their race and gender shape the 

superintendency. Maxine also shared that this difference doesn’t have to be a negative and can be 

seen as a good thing. For Pauline, her pathway is shaped by her geographic location. 

Table 4.3. Participants’ Views on How Their Race and Gender Shape the Superintendency.  
 

Participant Direct Quotes 

Maxine 
"I think it was an opportunity for others to see being a minority does not mean that 

you're different." 

Pauline "I think it depending on where you are shapes it a lot." 

Jordan 

"And so, I think as I have moved into positions where I may have influence or 
decision-making power, or have received recognition and rewards for the work that 

I've done, is when I have faced the most challenge So I anticipate the same will 
continue to happen as I move into roles where people don't think that I should be in 

those roles, or people that don't want to, hear what I have to say, because I don't look 
the part." 

Christy "I think it's gonna require me to work harder, improve myself more in those spaces." 

Bernice 
"I think it makes it very challenging. I mean, if it was a shape, it'd be a skinny straw, 

a literal shape. But it makes it very hard." 
 
Theme 3: Networking and Mentoring Gap 
 

The data findings reported limited networking and mentoring opportunities for Black 

women district leaders. Table 4.4 highlights direct quotes from all participants suggesting a gap 

in networking and mentoring for Black women compared to their non-Black female peers. 

Examples of limited opportunities in this theme included limited access to insider information, 

networking, mentorship, and advancement to the position.  
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Table 4.4. Participants’ Views on Opportunity Gaps at the District Level. 
 
Participants Limited 

Opportunity 
Direct Quotes 

Maxine Insider 
information 

"I have had to be better because of the way some folks have treated 
me and the way that some folks have left me out and did not invite 

me in." 
Pauline Networking  "I feel like it's a good ol' boy system." 

Jordan Networking "We don't always have the access and are part of the networks that 
get you where you need to get to." 

Glenda Ascension 
"I would love to see more of us in those roles, but I'm afraid that 

the current clientele, or the state of superintendency, is short-
lived." 

Donna 

Network 
support and 

insider 
information 

"I think that sometimes there's a lack of network support and 
insider information. And women in general don't do a good job of 
leveraging their networks to help them, advance their career like 

men do on the golf course." 

Christy Ascension 

"A lot of times, as African American women, we are told, “Oh, 
well, you haven’t done the job, so we’re not gonna give you that 

opportunity,” but then we will look and see that others that are men 
will get the call before we do without the experience." 

Alexandria Ascension and 
mentorship 

"Having the opportunity to ascend to that role…not just with, yes, 
African American, but with females as educators, but so few 

females actually being able or given the opportunity to become 
superintendents...but then, also contributing to that is mentorship. 
Not understanding what pathway to follow to get there or having 

someone to take them under their wing to help guide them through 
all of the different positions and avenues and understanding of how 

to get to that position." 

Bernice Ascension "I think there's not as many opportunities for African American 
women to move into the superintendent seat." 

 
Table 4.5 shows participant quotes on the mentoring experienced by participants at the 

district level. In Section Two: Career Pathways, Question eight I asked, “As a Black woman 

working at the district level in education, tell me about your mentors.” All participants stated 

having at least one mentor in their educational career, but the question was focused on them 

telling me about their district-level mentors. Four participants were referenced as having a male 

mentor, but data from transcripts actually showed that six participants referenced having a male 



 

 57 

mentor. All participants mentioned having a mentor of a different race or gender. Data from the 

interviews also noted that four of the participants expressed that they sought out someone to 

mentor them. 

Table 4.5. Mentoring Experiences at the District Level. 
 
Participants Experiences with Mentors Direct Quotes 

Maxine 
"They have mainly been other Black females who have been, in district roles as 

either Associate Superintendents or Superintendents." 

Pauline "He gave me great advice." 

Jordan 
"He is my first go-to. Anytime anything is going wrong, right, whatever, you know, 

I go to...he's a Black male, the other is a White female." 

Glenda "They weren't all Black women, but the majority of them were Black women." 

Donna 
"I feel like I have been done a disservice as far as having other leaders who have 

offered me critical feedback." 

Christy 
"Under his leadership, I really learned just how to navigate the spaces with other 
leaders because sometimes that's hard in our spaces, especially as Black women." 

Alexandria 
"The reason some of us do not go into superintendency is because of mentorship. 

And that's something that I've really had a difficult time getting is someone to 
mentor me." 

Bernice 
"He always placed me with other African American leaders who would just pour 

into me and show me." 

 

Table 4.6 shows participants who are both motivated and unmotivated to be a 

superintendent. Three participants were motivated to be superintendents. Three were not. Two 

participants did not say yes but have also not ruled out the possibility. When I asked the question 

whether they were motivated to be a superintendent, Maxine, Pauline, and Christy said, “It 

depends on the day”, indicating that some days on the job can be challenging. Still, overall, it did 

not outweigh their motivation. Since Jordan and Bernice had not ruled out the possibility of 

aspiring to the superintendency, I continued to interview them.   
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Table 4.6. Participants Motivated or Unmotivated to Be a Superintendent. 

Participants Are You Motivated to Be a Superintendent?  
Maxine Has not ruled it out 
Pauline Is motivated 
Jordan Has not ruled it out 
Glenda Is not motivated 
Donna Is not motivated 
Christy Is motivated 

Alexandria Is not motivated 
Bernice Has not ruled it out 

 

Table 4.7 highlights those who support the participants’ aspirations to become a 

superintendent. All five described having support throughout their interview. Only one 

participant, Christy, had someone who did not support her aspirations to the superintendency, as 

Christy recalled,  

It's funny because, you know, one of my uncles was a superintendent…and now he's not 

a superintendent right now. There were some family things going on, so he needed to step 

away. And to talk to him, he says to me, “Don’t go into being a superintendent. It’s too 

much. You’re not gonna like it.” And so I don’t know if it’s a space of because of where 

he is right now, like he was always here, and kind of right now, because of some family 

dynamics, he needed to step back. And because he’s not doing what he’s always loved to 

do, are there some inner feelings that's telling me I shouldn't do it because he didn't stay 

the course? 

  



 

 59 

Table 4.7. Aspirational Support. 
 

Participant People Who Provide 
Aspirational Support 

Quote 

Maxine 

Spouse, family members, 
mentors, colleagues, 

church family, pastor, 
former superintendents 

"My husband really and truly respects my career. He 
supported me from day one...he sometimes had to 
assume the household duties, but I'm grateful for 

that." 

Pauline Spouse, family members, 
mentors 

"I have probably worn my husband all the way thin. 
He tells me that all the time...and I probably do...but I 

know sometimes it can probably be taxing. I 
recognize that. I'm reflective enough to recognize 

that." 

Jordan Father, colleagues, family 
members, mentors 

"My family has talked around what my thoughts 
were, next moves before retirement, and things like 
that...I mean colleagues from people that I serve as 
from principals to teachers, you know, have said, 

“Gosh, why don't you come to be our next 
superintendent when something's open?” 

Christy 
Significant other, family 
members, friends, church 

family 

"We have discussed that, and we have talked about 
what that world may look like." 

Bernice Spouse, family members, 
mentors "Yeah, they're very supportive." 

 
The school superintendency is the school district’s top leadership role. I asked 

participants how their personal life would be impacted if they accepted or declined a 

superintendent offer. Table 4.8 shows how their life would be impacted if they accepted or 

declined a superintendent position. 
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Table 4.8. Impacts Accepting and Declining a Superintendent Position. 

Participant Impacts of 
Accepting a 

Position 

Impacts of 
Declining a 

Position 

Quote 

Maxine 

24/7 work, 
complete mindset 
shift, time with 

spouse, not 
prioritizing health 

and nutrition 

Still has other 
options 

"I had to consider my health…yesterday I went 
all day long and didn't eat anything, and I know 
better…if I was to decline a position, I would 
have to be ready to accept what consequences 

that would have for me professionally, but then 
also the impact for my family." 

Pauline 

Increased public 
responsibility, 

reimagining family 
time,  

It wasn't 
God's will 

"I'mma pray about it, but I said if this a door 
that's for me to go in, then they won't find 
anybody...if it happens, I know it's God." 

Jordan 
Elevated 

responsibility, 
family sacrifice 

Regret 

"I would say to not take an opportunity unless I 
know there is some reason why I should not 
take the opportunity. I feel like there can be 
some regret, so I know that my family, my 

colleagues, my people, my village, they would 
not want me to miss out on an opportunity, but 
they trust me, and they trust my judgment. And 
they know that I know me best, and if I decline 

something, I have thought through it." 
 
 
 

Christy 

Financial increase, 
more time away 

from home, family 
members making 

adjustments 

Regret "On the flip side, I think if I had declined one, I 
think that the financial piece would kind of be 
like, “Hey, what are you doing? We need the 
financial piece today. But I know transparent-
wise, that if that opportunity came, I have to 

have enough sense to know to say yes, because 
we don't get those opportunities much as Black 

women." 
Bernice Living in a 

fishbowl 
It wasn't 

God's will 
"But if, like I said, if the door opens up, I'll be 

the person in the fishbowl for… for God's 
purpose, you know?" 

 

Table 4.9 reveals participants who applied for a superintendent position. One of the 

interview questions asked if she had ever applied for a superintendent position. Despite all 

participants saying they were motivated and had support from many people, surprisingly, none of 
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them has ever applied for a superintendent position. Reasons why included right fit, timing, 

location, family, readiness, and opportunity.  

Bernice has the longest tenure in district leadership, but has never applied for the role, 

stating she didn’t have any interest. According to her, she has to be in a place where she would 

want to be a superintendent, rather than gain the experience, so that I can get to the place. 

Maxine had the second-longest tenure but stated she hasn’t found the right fit. Both Jordan and 

Christy cited that they were not ready to apply, and Christy has a young child to consider. 

Pauline was not in the right location and felt she was not in a position long enough to apply. 

Christy was the only participant who mentioned children as a reason she has not yet applied.  

 
Table 4.9. Participants Who Applied for a Superintendent Position.  
 
Participant Have You Ever 

Applied for a 
Superintendent 

Position? 

Why Have You Not 
Applied for a 

Superintendent 
Position? 

Quote 

Maxine No Right fit 

"I'm not rushing it. I'm capitalizing on the 
moment of where I am right now, and I'm 

trying to learn all I can and do all I can 
with where I'm planted right now. And in 

this political climate that we're in right 
now, it’s not the fit for me right now." 

Pauline No Timing and location 
"I don't believe I've been around long 
enough to know that if a situation is 

going to set me up for success or not." 

Jordan No Readiness 

"On paper, I would have all the things, 
but… I want to know all the things before 
I get into a position, because I want to be 

ready. I want to do right by the people 
that I'm serving, and doing right by them 

means being prepared." 

Christy No Family and 
readiness 

"While I do have children, my support 
system is there, and so that helps a lot 

with doing that. Sometimes it's a little bit 
harder with my little one." 
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Participant Have You Ever 
Applied for a 

Superintendent 
Position? 

Why Have You Not 
Applied for a 

Superintendent 
Position? 

Quote 

Bernice No Right opportunity 

"If the opportunity presents itself...I don't 
feel like in order to be complete as an 

educator, I've got to reach this goal. If it 
presents itself, fine. If it doesn't. I'm fine 

with that, too." 
 
Theme 4: Psychological Effects of Gender, Racial, and Political Structures  
 

The fourth theme I found from my data analysis revealed how larger structures like 

structural bias, political structures, and racial structures affect how people internalize their 

experiences. The findings from the data show that these external structures can: 

1. Deter Black women district leaders from pursuing the superintendency  

2. Engage in a cycle of recredibilitization 

3. Create internalized behaviors such as hesitation, self-doubt, fear, imposter syndrome, fear 

of rejection, and anxiety 

The transcript data were evident that the barriers or challenges described by all participants 

were responses to these larger structures. During Maxine’s interview, she shared one of her 

mentor’s pieces of advice on seeking the superintendency,  

And I always block his advice by becoming a superintendent, because I see the political 

dynamics, and I just don't know if I'm at a point in my life that I'm ready to tackle that. I 

wouldn't say that I have closed that door completely, but after __ years, I don't know. It 

would take a lot for me to consider going into the superintendency. Oh, and I just want to 

add one more thing. I just think it's a different standard for us, it’s a different standard for 

us (repeated). 

Table 4.9. (continued). 
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In Donna’s response, she said that there was a lot of politics that came into play, especially at the 

superintendent level. Glenda explained that politics would be the primary factor influencing her 

responses to many of the questions. She went on to say, “And within politics, if I may elaborate a 

little bit, I think that discrimination…The stigma, and how it stereotypes.” 

Table 4.10 shows the psychological effects of structural systems with participants 

assigned to their respective categories. Table 4.11 displays internalized behaviors gathered from 

the interview data. These internalized behaviors are psychological, meaning these behaviors stem 

from their inner thoughts.  

Table 4.10. Psychological Effects of Structural Systems. 

Psychological Effects of Political Dynamics 
Deterred From Seeking the 

Superintendency 
Engages in Recredibilitation Internalized Behaviors 

Glenda Maxine Maxine 
Donna Pauline Pauline 

Alexandria Jordan Jordan 

 Christy Christy 

 Bernice Bernice 
 

 

Table 4.11. Internalized Behaviors.  

Internalized Behaviors 
Hesitation Self-Doubt Fear Imposter Syndrome Fear of Rejection  Anxiety Self-sabotage 

Maxine Christy Maxine Jordan Christy Pauline Maxine 
Pauline Maxine Jordan   Bernice Bernice 
Jordan Jordan      
Christy       

 



 

 64 

Research Question 1.1: What internal factors motivate or deter Black women district 

leaders to seek or not seek the superintendency? 

I wanted to know the internal factor(s) driving the motivation behind the five participants 

who aspire to become superintendents, as well as the three who did not want to become a 

superintendent. In Section Three of my interview protocol, I asked questions pertaining to 

internal factors that influenced them to seek or not seek the superintendent position. I clarified in 

the interviews that internal factors were factors over which they could control. Table 4.12 

highlights participants’ internal factors that motivate them to seek the superintendency and their 

internal barriers or challenges. 

Table 4.12. Internal Factors Influencing Participants to Seek the Superintendency. 
 
Participants Internal Motivations Internal Barriers or Challenges 

Maxine "Where I see a need, I want to address that 
need. I realized very quickly, I can impact 

these 25 students that I have. But if I 
move into the role of administrator, then I 
can have a much larger influence. If I can 

move into the district level, I can even 
have a greater influence." 

"So… finance has always been a barrier 
for me…I didn't go to school for 

finance, but I'm learning…I'm getting a 
very detailed crash course in that." 

Pauline "I think because I work very close with 
the superintendent, that gives me some 

insight on some of what is 
happening...and those are internal factors 

that most people won't get." 

"In a sense, it's a blessing and a 
curse…the flip side of that is, because I 
do have this information, I'm not blind 

coming in saying, Hey, I wanna be 
superintendent” and don't know what's 

going on." 

Jordan "And so, when I think around the work 
that I want to do for our kids now, and for 

generations to come, It is that role that 
you can do some really great work.  

"I'm getting in my own way of feeling 
like, can I do the work? I'm not jumping 

into something unprepared, and so I 
think that my own fear, anxiety, 

questioning, imposter syndrome, all of 
that I am grappling with.” 

 
 
 



 

 65 

 

Participants Internal Motivations Internal Barriers or Challenges 

Christy "My motivation, that, “Daddy, I'm 
going to make you proud, and I'm going 

to hold on to this promise that you 
instilled in me." 

"I think it's just my inner worry that I may 
not be as qualified as my peers that may 

apply." 

Bernice "Oh, definitely the struggles that I see 
kids have academically. The stories that 
I hear where kids have gone through a 

certain process, they've done everything 
that they knew to do, but the adults were 
not either aware of what was needed, or 

they didn't have adults that were 
equipped, have the capacity to move 

forward. And then there's the adults that 
don't care." 

"Getting beyond the fact that I'm a Black 
female, and that people see me as a Black 
female…getting past my own anxiety or 

lack of confidence.” 

 

Table 4.13 shows internal factors of those not seeking the superintendency, as well as any 

reconsiderations that would make her change her mind.  

 

Table 4.13. Internal Factors Deterring Participants from Seeking the Superintendency. 

 
Participants Internal Factors What Would Make You Reconsider 

Seeking the Superintendency? 

Glenda “For me, it would be age at this point. If I 
were younger, and I do feel at that time, I 

was a go-getter, but honestly, when I came 
along, I don't even know of one Black 

female superintendent when I was going 
through the ranks and building my career." 

"If I were younger, I think it was 
something that I could have 

obtained.” 

Donna "Personally, I like to be closer to the work. 
Especially in a district like _____, our 

superintendent couldn't possibly have his 
hands on or be knowledgeable about every 

single thing." 

"If there were appropriate training. I 
don't feel like the onboarding that I 

received was really adequate." I'm not 
really finding much that exists, so 

that may make me reconsider.” 

Table 4.12. (continued). 
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Table 4.13. (continued).  
 
Participants Internal Factors  What Would Make You Reconsider 

Seeking the Superintendency 
Alexandria "I grew up very introverted. I think I have a 

difficult time speaking openly in front of 
people, or I used to. Internally, I do not want 
to deal with it. That's not how I want to spend 

my time. I want to spend my time in joyful 
work. Maybe earlier on, but I've never had 
that desire. What I've had a desire to do is 
lead to make an impact. And that doesn't 

necessarily mean being a superintendent." 

"Now it doesn't matter, and I say, 
when I say I'm old enough, and I 

have enough experience, and I can 
retire tomorrow, so I can sing 

however I want to say it." 

 
The findings in Table 4.13 suggest that participants who are not seeking the 

superintendency are influenced by personal considerations, including career stage, professional 

fulfillment, and alignment with personal values. White these internal factors vary across 

participants, they collectively reflect a prioritization of well-being, reading, and purpose over 

positional advancement. These patterns further indicate that decisions about pursuing the 

superintendency are not solely based on qualifications or opportunity but are shaped by how 

individuals interpret their experiences and envision their professional trajectories.  

Theme 5: Spirituality  

 Spirituality was another key theme that emerged from the data analyzed in this study. 

Several participants described their district administrator role as a ministry and expressed that if 

it is God’s will, they will be in the superintendent position. Jordan’s response to the question 

about how she thinks her race and gender shape her pathway to the superintendency was, “I 

don’t allow challenges to keep me from doing the work that God wants me to do, and that I know 

that’s my ministry.” Pauline said, “I just believe, you know, everything happens when it’s 

supposed to.” 
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When the question was asked about how her personal life and family would be impacted if she 

were offered or declined the superintendent position, Bernice’s response was, 

Honestly, Miss White, I have no idea…You don’t know until you take the role. You can 

perceive, I feel like everybody would be somewhat in a glass aquarium or something, you 

know, everybody’s looking at what you’re doing and saying and all that, which I don’t 

like that aspect, so I’m a very private person.  

Bernice, who has not ruled out the possibility of becoming a superintendent, expressed that she 

loves where she is right now and what she’s doing, and that she loved working with her former 

superintendent, who was also one of her biggest supporters in advancing her to the 

superintendency. She continued saying,  

He (her former superintendent) trusts me, and that’s important. He trusts that I’m gonna 

do the job. He knows the job, he knows what it takes, and he has confidence in me, and 

that makes all the difference. And so, you know, if this is it, then I’m good with that. But 

if, like I said, if the door opens up, I’ll be the person in the fishbowl for God’s purpose. 

In response to this same question, Pauline replied, “We’ll see, but if it happens, I know it’s God.” 

Pauline’s response to this same question was, “I’mma pray about it, but I just said, if this is a 

door that’s for me to go in, then they won’t find anybody. 

The decision to seek the superintendency was an important one, expressed by both those 

seeking the position and those who have not ruled it out. Jordan’s response to the question on 

how her race and gender shape her pathway to the superintendency, Jordan said,  

But there is a bigger vision, and, you know, my spirituality, you know, my belief in God,  

and knowing that, you know, God has a purpose for me, and at the end of the day, even  

with all this fear, or whatever’s going on, you know, I’m gonna sit still and listen to God,  
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and when He says, move, I’m gonna move. So I know that’s always gonna be. I’m never  

gonna close down or close any doors that God has opened for me.  

Relationships with mentors in this study were described by some as being connected 

through Divine appointment. Maxine shared this statement about one of her mentors, “At some 

of the most pivotal times when I was going through personal issues, she was right there…she 

was sent to me on a divine appointment.” In addition, one of Maxine’s mentors told her, in 

response to her not being hired for a senior-level position, “This is not the divine appointment 

for you.” 

Research Question 1.2: What external factors motivate or deter Black women district 

leaders to seek or not seek the superintendency?  

In addition to internal factors, I also wanted to understand the external factors that 

motivated or deterred my participants from seeking the superintendency. To clarify, external 

factors were outside factors that they could not control. I clarified the definition of external 

factors in the interview as well. Three participants were not motivated to seek the 

superintendency. All participants described politics as an external factor. At the beginning of 

Glenda’s interview, when she was asked why there were not more Black women superintendents 

in North Carolina, she replied that, in her opinion, politics was to blame, elaborating that, 

“Within politics, there is discrimination, stigma, and how it stereotypes.” Donna did not prefer 

the high-profile visibility of the position, and Alexandria did not like the style of communication 

in the superintendency. Table 4.14 shows the external factors, barriers or challenges, and quotes 

from participants seeking the superintendency.   
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Table 4.14. External Factors Influencing Participants Seeking the Superintendency. 

Participants External 
Factors 

Quote External 
Barriers or 
Challenges 

Quote 

Maxine 

Empowerment 
"Empowering others. just 

giving of yourself." 

Mindset 

"I think it's my own 
mindset. I think it's 

the doubt...when I go 
into a situation, I have 
to keep telling myself, 
“You can do this. You 

were made for this. 
You've earned this." 

Proving them 
wrong 

"Because you tried to 
move me out and not 

afford me that 
opportunity, look at 

where I stand today." 

Pauline Proving them 
wrong 

"Somebody tell me 
something like, I can't do 

it? Oh, okay. Say less, 
I'm gonna show you." 

Demographic 
culture of the 
community 

"I think perception of 
the community. To 
think that, are we 

ready, right?" 

Jordan 

Making others 
proud 

"Wanting to make sure 
that, I'm making people 
proud, and I would say 
my dad, but I would say 

my entire family." 

Few Black 
women 

superintendents 

"There's not a lot of 
them out there, so 

there's limited amount 
that could be mentors, 

and could really 
understand their 

experience." Representation 
and mentorship 

"It also benefits other 
people, because I can 
support the work of 

people, and especially 
Black and Brown people, 

that look like me, that 
don't have the access, the 

opportunity, that will 
never be in spaces that I 

was in." 
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Table 4.14. (continued).  
 
Participants External 

Factors 
Quote External 

Barriers or 
Challenges 

Quote 

Christy 

Financial 
stability 

"I gotta make sure that 
I can live...that I can do 

what's best for my 
children." Other 

people's 
perceptions 

"I just think that opportunity 
being there...will I even be in 

the top 3 to even be 
considered? Will you look at 
my name and not give me a 

chance?" 
Giving back 

"I want to give back to 
what public school 
poured into me." 

Bernice 
Challenges in 

public 
education 

"People who are 
making decisions about 

public education that 
don't know anything 

about public 
education."   

 

Table 4.15 presents external factors reported by participants who are not seeking the 

superintendency. Glenda’s possible reconsideration was supported. All reported politics as the 

primary factor deterring them from moving into this position. I asked them what would make 

them reconsider. Glenda felt that if she had support when she was younger, she would have 

reconsidered, and Donna said a salary increase.  

The question was asked what would make them reconsider aspiring to the superintendent 

position. Both Glenda and Donna said having support at work would make them reconsider 

applying for a superintendent position, and Donna also mentioned a pay increase. Glenda said, “I 

could have obtained it if I pursued it and felt like I had the support.” Donna replied, 

If there was appropriate training. Because I even feel like being in this Assistant 

Superintendent role, I don’t feel like the onboarding that I received was really adequate, 

and people are always saying to me, “Let me know if you have questions.” Well, I don’t 
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really know what questions to ask when you first start a position. So I think if there were 

more training, and even now, like, looking for conferences and workshops where I could 

build my toolset as an assistant superintendent, I’m not really finding much that exists, so 

that may make me reconsider. I will add, too, the salary. I’m not certain that the salary is 

really adequate for all that they expect you to do. 

Alexandria would not reconsider, given that she is so close to retirement. According to her, 

“Now it doesn’t matter, and I say, when I say I'm old enough, and I have enough experience, and 

I can retire tomorrow so that I can sing however I want to say it.” Because Alexandria can retire 

in the near future, nothing would make her reconsider. 

Table 4.15. External Factors Deterring Participants from Seeking the Superintendency.  
 
Participants External Factors What Would Make You 

Reconsider Seeking the 
Superintendency? 

Glenda "Political, the board. And I guess that's really 
dependent on other people’s belief in what you are 
capable of doing. Another external would still be 
time management. And it requires you to have a 

team, or a senior staff, or whoever's on your team to 
be loyal and trustworthy, and that's not always easy 

to find in people." 

"If I felt like I had the 
support." 

Donna "So, I think having to navigate that political terrain is 
not something that I would choose to do. I think 

there's an enormous amount of scrutiny and pressure 
that comes with that role...I just would not want that 

level of scrutiny and the politics that's involved, 
people. And I think another factor for me, is the 

presence of social media. People are ruthless, and 
everybody has an opinion." 

"I will add, too, the salary. 
I'm not certain that the salary 
is really adequate for all that 

they expect you to do." 
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Participants External Factors What Would Make You 
Reconsider Seeking the 

Superintendency? 

Alexandria "I just do not enjoy the way you have to finesse 
the way things are said, and how things are taken 
out of context. And for me, education is all about 

kids. All about the students, and so much of 
what happens isn't about the students. And I do 
not want to spend my time on things that do not 
impact students...but I don't want to deal with all 

of the other stuff." 

"Now it doesn't matter, and I say, 
when I say I'm old enough, and I 
have enough experience, and I 

can retire tomorrow, so I can sing 
however I want to say it." 

 
Summary of the Findings 

The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to understand the factors that 

influence Black women district leaders’ decisions to seek or not seek the superintendency. Four 

main themes emerged from my study: 

1. Recredibilitation 

2. Leadership Image and Stereotyping 

3. Networking and Mentoring Gap 

4. Psychological Effects of Gender, Racial, Social, and Political Structures 

5. Spirituality 

Findings revealed that although participants had the credentials and support of family, 

friends, and others, they all faced internal barriers in response to larger external structures. 

Collectively, these findings highlight the complexities between internal motivations and external 

limitations that shape participants’ decisions. While participants demonstrated strong 

commitment to educational leadership and a desire to make a broader impact, systemic barriers 

and sociopolitical dynamics often slowed down their pursuit of the superintendency. Notably, the 

absence of applications among all participants suggests that structural barriers and internalized 

Table 4.15. (continued).  
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psychological responses work together to shape not only aspirations, but also whether 

individuals ultimately pursue the superintendency. Chapter 5 discusses the study’s findings and 

provides implications for practice, policy, and future research. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the findings of this exploratory qualitative study and explains why 

more Black women district leaders are not in superintendent positions in North Carolina. While 

the literature on educational leadership has documented gender disparities in the 

superintendency, few studies have centered on the lived experiences of Black women working in 

proximity to their superintendents. This study addressed the gap by exploring the internal and 

external factors influencing Black women’s aspirations toward or away from the 

superintendency. 

Summary of Reported Findings 

Data analysis from this study produced four key themes: 

Theme 1: Recredibilitation 

Theme 2: Leadership Image and Stereotyping 

Theme 3: Networking and Mentoring Gaps 

Theme 4: Psychological Effects of Gender, Racial, Social, and Political Structures 

Theme 5: Spirituality 

Participants described situations in which they felt their credibility and leadership were 

questioned, and that they encountered few mentoring and networking opportunities. In response 

to these beliefs, they also reported having to work harder than their peers to establish their 

credibility as a district leader. 

Regarding motivation toward the superintendency, participants expressed mixed levels of 

motivation, with some aspiring to the position, others choosing not to pursue it due to challenges 

and a lack of interest because they are satisfied in their current roles, and those who believed that 
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if God meant it to be, it would happen in His timing. All who aspire to the position reported 

having support from various individuals. An important finding was that even with support from 

family members, colleagues, mentors, and community members, none of the participants had 

ever applied for a vacant superintendent position. 

Overall, the findings show that the underrepresentation of Black women in the 

superintendency is not solely due to a lack of qualifications or interest, but also due to a history 

of systemic gender and racial assumptions of the imagery of a district-level superintendent. 

Findings for Research Question 1      

Twenty-eight women hold the position of a superintendent in North Carolina, but 7 of 

them are Black women. Research Question One asked, “Why are more Black women school 

district leaders not in the superintendent position?” Findings from this study revealed that 

systemic structural practices, such as stereotyping and exclusion from networks, were the 

responses of several participants. Findings from Theme Two: Leadership Image and Stereotyping 

align with existing literature on gender gaps within the superintendency. Findings from this study 

are consistent with research indicating that modesty is expected even among highly 

accomplished women and that dominant behavior is more damaging to women (Eagly & Carli, 

2007). This study’s findings show a common, similar experience, indicating that Black women 

leaders were perceived as an “Angry Black woman/female” if they demonstrated authority. Still, 

the same behavior of dominance and authority was accepted by a non-Black woman. 

Findings from a previous study (Rafal-Baer, 2024) revealed unfair expectations about 

appearance and behavior, with 82% of respondents reporting external pressure to dress, speak, or 

behave a certain way because they are women. In the survey, a respondent stated, “In preparation 

for a presentation, I was told that I shouldn’t wear pants, I should wear a skirt so that I don’t 
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come off as intimidating,” an unnamed district superintendent wrote. This study correlates with 

the second theme found in the study. One participant reported she was getting a lot of no’s for 

positions she was qualified. After discussing this with her mentor, he asked her, “What are you 

wearing to your interviews? She replied, “ Pantsuits, “ and he recommended she wear a skirt suit 

instead. As a result of her taking his advice, she noted it made “all the difference.” 

In addition, the evidence regarding the relationship between identity and leadership 

expectations may contribute to hesitation about seeking the superintendency. Identity and 

leadership in the context of this study: treating similar identities in a person can be a barrier to 

advancement to the superintendency, just as access to leadership (the superintendency) can be 

given to someone based on their identities. Study participants reported being overlooked, not 

taken seriously, not being seen as better leaders than men, not looking the part, and having to be 

quiet, especially if you are a woman of confidence. Tiwari et al. (2022) also note that, despite job 

qualifications, skills, performance, and work, women are overlooked compared to men. This 

study found that participants responded to external political systems, including racial and gender 

stereotypes, public scrutiny, and exclusion from networking and mentoring opportunities, 

through imposter syndrome, self-doubt, recredibilitation, and fear, all of which could cause 

hesitation to apply for the superintendency. Respondents admitted to blocking others’ advice 

when seeking the superintendency and to not applying for vacant superintendent job postings 

that were made known to them. Their reasons for not applying included readiness, fit, and 

timing, whether it be their timing or God’s.   
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Findings for Sub Question 1.1  

Sub Research Question 1.1 asked, “What internal factors motivate or deter Black women 

district leaders to seek or not seek the superintendent position?” Internal factors in this study are 

those that the participant can control. Some participants described a sense of calling or purpose 

toward district-level leadership, while others expressed uncertainty about pursuing the role 

despite their qualifications. Their responses suggest their motivation may increase as they gain 

confidence through exposure and professional experience that comes with the role. 

In contrast, other participants expressed hesitation about pursuing the superintendency 

even though they had the qualifications to do so. These participants described carefully weighing 

the responsibilities against their personal priorities. These reflections suggest that the decision to 

pursue the superintendency depends on how they assess the personal cost. This study also 

extends the literature by highlighting the role of leadership cost in shaping career decisions. Prior 

research has often focused on barriers that prevent women from obtaining the superintendency 

(Calderone et al., 2020; Goines-Harris, 2020). Participants expressed concerns about political 

pressure, work-life balance, and emotional stress, which influenced their perceptions of whether 

the superintendency was worth it. Participants in this study expressed awareness of the 

challenges that come with the superintendency, including additional duties, heightened publicity, 

the sacrifice of time with family and loved ones, and the micro- and macro-political aspects of 

the position. These challenges align with Kingsberry’s (2015) findings on the challenges faced 

by superintendents, including balancing work and family, stress, and unforeseen challenges.  

Findings reveal that politics was mentioned in every interview at some point. Politics was 

mentioned at different points during each interview, as a possible reason for the few women 

superintendents in North Carolina, as a reason for the unmotivation of those who do not seek the 
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superintendency, and as a basis for self-reflection on whether she wants to be a superintendent in 

this political climate.  

Several participants stated that they weigh the demands of the superintendency through 

conversations with loved ones, a mentor, or colleague, and by mentally pondering, 

overanalyzing, and overthinking whether the superintendency is worth it relative to their 

personal priorities, including quality time with their spouse/significant other, children, and their 

health. Remarkably, none of the participants had a spouse or significant other who was against or 

had reservations about her becoming a superintendent but rather spoke of him as supportive of 

her aspirations to seek the superintendency. Despite the pressure that comes with the position, the 

findings reveal that those who aspire to the position want to change policy, make an impact, and 

leave a legacy.  

Theme One: Recredibilitation and Theme 4: Psychological Effects of Gender, Racial, and 

Political Structures align with participants’ described feelings that they had to be more prepared, 

more cautious, and more strategic in their professional interactions to be viewed as credible 

leaders. These actions, which I defined as recredibilitation, meaning repeated use of cognitive 

and communicative actions to demonstrate one’s credibility, despite having similar or more 

advanced credentials than peers (White, 2026). Several participants in this study reported 

recredibilitation, including preparing to speak, respond, dress, and behave around their non-

Black counterparts. This aligns with the existing literature on Black women aspiring to and 

holding the position of superintendent. Johnson (2021) asserts that Black women superintendents 

report having to constantly prove themselves capable while also grappling with negative 

assumptions, both of which make holding the top leadership role difficult. In the words of 

Barbara Byrd-Bennett, former superintendent of the Cleveland, Ohio, School District,  
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I’ve always had to make sure that at every moment, I’m at the top of my game…at every 

meeting, I feel as if I’m going into the courtroom prosecuting or defending someone, and 

I’d better have an airtight case. (Gewertz, 2006, p. 1) 

Recredibilitation was one of several internalized findings that influenced participants’ decision-

making, confidence, and motivation in aspiring to the superintendency. Some participants 

expressed strong aspirations for the role. In contrast, others described hesitation due to the 

demands of the position, the political nature of district leadership, or the emotional cost of 

increased scrutiny. The concept of recredibilitation helps explain why some leaders may hesitate 

to pursue the superintendency despite being qualified and earning support and credibility from 

family, colleagues, the community, and mentors. Despite all the support from others in pursuing 

the superintendency, none of the participants ever applied for a superintendent position.   

It is worth noting that the anxiety (see Table 4.11) described by participants in the study 

is anxiety produced by the intersectionalities of their race and gender. Each theme that emerged 

from data collected in this study demonstrated that within their role as a district leader, 

participants have either described feelings of being overlooked, stereotyped, excluded, or have 

had to work harder to demonstrate their credibility as district leaders. While some participants 

noted their race and gender shaped the superintendency as a pathway for other minorities to see 

that attaining the superintendency is possible, other participants noted their race and gender as a 

barrier to accessing the position. 

Although this study’s findings largely support previous research, some results contrast 

with assumptions in the literature. Earlier studies have suggested that the underrepresentation of 

women in the superintendency may be related to a lack of interest or lack of preparation (Glass, 

2000; Kowalski et al., 2011). However, participants in this study were highly educated, 
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experienced, and qualified for executive leadership roles, yet still described barriers that 

influenced their career decisions, such as limited access to mentorship, image stereotyping, and 

political practices. Evidence from this study does not contradict previous studies indicating that 

women are less experienced, but it does contradict the idea that they are less interested in 

districtwide fiscal management than men. Based on findings from the AASA’s American 

Superintendent 2020 Decennial Study, Glass (2000) reported that women are not as experienced 

nor as interested in districtwide fiscal management as men. Findings from this study reveal a gap 

in fiscal management, but not a lack of interest. In fact, participants in this study, who are all 

Black women, reported being actively involved in fiscal management, unlike participants in the 

2020 Decennial Study, who were not all Black women. 

In addition, Kowalski’s (Kowalski et al., 2011) 2000-2010 study found that 45.3% of the 

superintendents reported holding a doctorate and suggested that the static percentage of 

superintendents earning a doctorate may be less attractive than it had been in the past. Although 

the participants in this study were not in the role of superintendent, they all possessed a doctorate 

degree, suggesting that earning an advanced degree may be seen as attractive for personal or 

professional reasons. Kowalski’s 2000-2010 study participants were comprised of different 

demographic groups, whereas the participants in this study were all Black women. The 

demographic breakdown in Kowalski’s study does not indicate how many Black women with a 

doctorate are included. The research design of the 2000-2010 study was a mixed-methods 

approach, with data collected from the literature of past studies and from perceptions of standing 

superintendents via an electronic survey. 

Gullo and Sperandio’s (2020) previous study found that gender gaps in the 

superintendency persist, partly due to female assistant superintendents’ lack of interest in the 

https://www.aasa.org/publications/publication/the-american-superintendent-2020-decennial-study
https://www.aasa.org/publications/publication/the-american-superintendent-2020-decennial-study
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role. Their quantitative study collected data from surveys with closed-ended questions and could 

have benefited from a qualitative approach by including open-ended responses to one or two key 

questions.  This study included open-ended questions to avoid yes-or-no answers, allowing for 

meaningful responses. This study’s findings revealed that participants are not interested due to 

external factors, such as politics and a lack of mentoring and support.  In addition, participants in 

this study were all Black women, unlike those in Gullo and Sperandio’s study, who were not 

exclusively Black women, suggesting that participants in this study may have different 

experiences. 

In addition, internal factors such as making a greater impact, creating systemic change, 

addressing students’ academic struggles, and serving as role models for women leaders of color 

were driving motivators for respondents in this study, who viewed the superintendency as a way 

to make a profound impact on students, schools, and communities. This sense of purpose 

increased motivation for some individuals, while for others it created additional pressure due to 

the high demands of the position. Along with the strong motivation were external structures such 

as community perceptions, limited opportunities for professional networking and mentoring, and 

politics intertwined with decision-making, resulting in hesitation to apply, self-doubt, fear, 

imposter syndrome, fear of rejection, anxiety, and self-sabotage.  

Findings for Sub Question 1.2 

Sub Research Question 1.2 asked, “What external factors motivate or deter Black women 

district leaders to seek or not seek the superintendent position?” For this study, external factors 

are defined as those outside the participant’s control. Theme 3: Networking and Mentoring Gaps 

align with the study’s findings. Participants described the importance of mentoring, engaging in 

professional networks, and advancing to the superintendency. Although concerning, the lack of 
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mentoring and support was not considered a deterrent to advancement for aspiring participants, 

unlike for those not seeking the superintendency. Two of the three participants noted that if they 

had received mentoring and support, they might have changed their minds about becoming a 

superintendent. It is also worth noting that those who do not seek the superintendency expressed 

satisfaction with their current roles and see themselves as leaders doing what they love without 

the title of superintendent. 

Study findings on exclusion from networks and gender bias correlate with findings from 

a previous study in which the lack of navigating politics, the belief that women do not make 

good administrators, and exclusion from networking systems like the ‘Good Old Boy Network’ 

were barriers rated by women (Cassidy et al., 2021). Also, the participants’ lack of networking 

opportunities stresses the importance of understanding politics within the superintendency. 

Findings from an AASA study reported Black women superintendents were less likely to say 

they got the job because of their ability to be a political leader on education issues and to manage 

financial resources (Superville, 2023).  

Many participants reported that leadership opportunities are influenced by informal 

relationships or insider knowledge, which several expressed that they lacked. While few had 

access to supportive mentors, others described limited opportunities to connect with individuals 

who could guide them in pursuing the superintendency. These findings suggest that advancement 

within district leadership may depend not only on qualifications but also on access to 

professional networks. This aligns with Petersen and Fusarelli’s (2001) statement that the 

superintendent’s effectiveness is largely dependent on their ability to influence critical policy 

decisions, an area several participants in this study reported having limited experience with. This 

also aligns with the literature, which shows that access to the superintendency is often shaped by 
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professional networks rather than by credentials (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Kowalski et al., 

2011). Also, studies have shown that “old boy networks” play a major role in identifying and 

selecting candidates for executive leadership roles and limit the access for individuals who are 

not a part of these groups (Tallerico, 2000; Brunner, 2000). 

This study also relates to recredibilitation, in which participants described situations in 

which they repeatedly felt they had to demonstrate competence or prove their credibility for the 

superintendency. Participants reported feeling that their qualifications were sometimes 

questioned or that they were held to higher expectations than their peers. 

The findings of this study strongly support intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989), 

which suggests that individuals who hold multiple marginalized identities experience unique 

challenges that cannot be understood by examining race or gender separately. Results from this 

study confirm the work of Alston (1999, 2005), who found that Black women aspiring to the 

superintendency often face barriers that differ from those experienced by White women or Black 

men. Figure 5.1 below illustrates intersectionality as a crossroads. The results of this study 

demonstrate how Black women district leaders navigate leadership pathways shaped by both 

racialized and gendered expectations, confirming that their experiences are different from those 

of White women or Black men. Collins & Bilge (2020, p. 2) describe intersectionality by stating,  

Intersectionality investigates how intersecting power relations shape social relations 

across diverse and individual experiences in everyday life. As an analytic tool, intersectionality 

views categories of race, class, gender, sexuality, nation, ability, ethnicity, and age, among others, 

as interrelated and mutually shaping one another. Intersectionality is a way of understanding and 

explaining the complexity of the world, people, and human experiences.   
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Figure 5.1. Intersectionality as a Crossroads. 

 

Source: Crenshaw, K. (November 2016). TED talk “The urgency of intersectionality.” 

Participants’ accounts mirror intersectional dynamics in many ways, particularly through 

experiences related to leadership image and stereotyping, recredibilitation, and access to 

professional networks. For example, participants described the need to carefully manage how 

they presented themselves in leadership roles to avoid being perceived as overly aggressive or 

insufficiently authoritative. These experiences align with the concepts of the “double bind,” in 

which women-especially women of color-must navigate competing expectations to be both 

assertive and relational while avoiding stereotypes.  

In addition, the findings extend intersectionality theory by illustrating how structural and 

organizational contexts reinforce these intersecting identities. Participants described exclusion 

from informal networks, limited access to mentorship, and the influence of political dynamics in 

leadership advancement. These experiences highlight how institutional practices and 

organizational cultures can produce inequities by privileging certain identities and developing 

leadership styles over others. Research has shown that leadership norms are often based on 

White, male-centered models of authority, which can marginalize leaders whose identities do not 

align with these expectations (Horsford et al., 2019).  
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Several participants in this study connected their current role to ministry work. 

Participants who aspire to the superintendency and those who have not ruled it out expressed that 

if God meant for them to serve as a superintendent, it would happen in His timing. This doesn’t 

suggest that they are passively waiting, but rather that they are weighing the pros and cons of the 

position alongside the external factors and internal factors they experience as Black women. 

The underrepresentation of Black women superintendents is not due to a lack of 

preparation or interest but rather the result of a long history of stereotypes and biases grounded in 

several structures, including politics, networking systems, the community, and public education. 

Respondents reflected that even when they possessed the necessary credentials, advancement 

depended on factors such as professional networks, perceptions of leadership, and the 

organization’s culture. The results for sub-question 1.2 suggest that the underrepresentation in 

the superintendency is influenced not only by individual aspirations, but also by outside 

structures that shape leadership opportunities. Participants’ experiences show that leadership 

pathways are intertwined with structures that influence who is supported and selected for 

leadership positions. Research has also shown that school boards and search committees may 

rely on subjective criteria, including communication style, leadership presence, and familiarity 

with candidates, which can reinforce patterns of representation (Glass, 2000).  

Implications for Practice 

The findings of this study have several implications for practice for school districts, 

leadership preparation programs, school boards, and professional organizations involved in 

developing and selecting district-level leaders. The results suggest that a combination of 

structures, leadership stereotypes, access to professional networks, and decision-making 

influences the underrepresentation of Black women in the superintendency. District and 
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leadership organizations should consider a structured mentoring and networking program for 

aspiring superintendents, particularly women leaders of color. Mentoring and networking 

programs may provide opportunities for Black women leaders to connect with leaders within and 

surrounding areas, possibly expanding their networks to learn from, share best practices, and 

build community and support. 

Findings from this study also suggest the need for superintendent preparation programs to 

address district-level leadership realities more explicitly. Several participants expressed 

hesitation about pursuing the superintendency due to the role’s political nature, the time 

commitment required, and its impact on personal and family life. Superintendent preparation 

programs should provide opportunities for aspiring leaders to learn about these aspects of the 

position through internships, shadowing, and conversations with practicing superintendents. 

According to McCabe and Dobberteen (1998), knowledge of the role of superintendent as 

experienced by women, as well as the satisfaction and problems associated with serving as 

superintendent, can assist women in determining whether their aspirations should include 

becoming a superintendent of schools.  

Another implication for practice suggests that school boards create grow-your-own 

superintendent programs that support diverse individuals. Participants reported receiving a crash 

course in finance and having to quickly learn about the district’s finances. Data from this study 

correlates with the literature asserting that a superintendent must assist in educating the school 

community and be knowledgeable about all educational mandates prescribed by educational 

governing boards (Grogan, 2008; Kowalski et al., 2011; Sherman & Grogan, 2003). By 

providing additional support to district leaders in finance and budgeting, school boards can equip 

them with the skills they need to add to their toolkits. 
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Implications for Policy 

The finding suggests implications for policy related to superintendent hiring, leadership 

development, and the preparation of district-level leaders. The results show that the 

underrepresentation of Black women in the superintendency is influenced not only by individual 

qualifications but also by outside structures, leadership stereotypes, access to professional 

networks, and the demand associated with the superintendency. 

One policy implication involves the need for greater transparency in the superintendent 

hiring processes. Participants in this study reported that networks, personal relationships, and 

perceptions of leadership image sometimes influence leadership opportunities. Policies that 

require clear selection criteria and diverse search committees may help reduce bias in hiring 

decisions. State education agencies and school boards may consider developing guidelines that 

encourage equitable recruitment practices and ensure that qualified candidates from diverse 

backgrounds are considered for superintendent positions. 

Another recommendation would be to develop leadership pipelines. Participants 

described the importance of mentoring and professional networks in advancing to the district-

level leadership, yet access to these opportunities was not always equal. State agencies should 

also consider implementing a grow-your-own state-wide and district-wide superintendent 

development program so that individuals throughout the state can participate in. 

Implications for Future Research 

The findings of this study suggest directions for future research on the 

underrepresentation of Black women in the superintendency and in the broader leadership 

pipeline in public education. While previous research has examined gender and race in 

educational leadership, this study indicates that additional research is needed to better understand 
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how structures, leadership stereotypes, professional networks, and decision-making interact to 

promote advancement into this position. 

One implication for future research involves the need for studies that examine the 

superintendent pipeline in greater depth. Much of the existing literature has focused on 

individuals who already hold the position of superintendent. At the same time, fewer studies have 

explored the experiences of district-level leaders who are qualified for the role but have not 

pursued it. Future research should examine the decision-making processes of aspiring leaders at 

different career stages to better understand when and why individuals choose to pursue or decline 

the superintendency. Longitudinal studies that follow leaders over time may provide insight into 

how career aspirations change as individuals gain experience in district leadership. 

Another implication for future research involves the concept of recredibilitation, which 

emerged as a theme in this study. Participants described the need to repeatedly demonstrate their 

credibility for leadership even after reaching district-level positions. Additional research is 

needed to determine whether this experience is common among other groups of leaders, 

including women of different racial backgrounds, men of color, and leaders working in different 

regions or types of school districts. 

In addition, future research involving mentoring and professional networks is suggested. 

Future research should examine how mentoring relationships are formed and how leadership 

preparation programs can provide more equitable access to professional networks. Comparative 

studies across districts or states may help identify practices that support more inclusive 

leadership development.  



 

 89 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to understand why more Black 

women district leaders are not serving as superintendents. Although women have made progress 

in educational leadership, the superintendency remains a position in which Black women are 

underrepresented. This study sought to examine the experiences, perceptions, and decision-

making of Black women currently serving in district-level leadership roles to better understand 

the factors that influence their decisions to seek or not seek the superintendency. 
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Appendix A: Recruitment Letter 

Greetings,  

I am Keisha White, a doctoral candidate in the College of Education, Educational Leadership 
program at North Carolina State University.  

For my dissertation, I am studying Black women school district leaders who aspire to become 
superintendents. Participants for this study are Black women employed in a senior-level 
administrator position at a North Carolina Public School district. If you fit this criterion, I invite 
you to participate in my research. Even if you do not aspire the superintendency, you are still 
welcome to participate.  

The results will provide insights for future research and policy. While there is no financial 
compensation for participating in this study, your input could indirectly support the work of 
aspiring superintendents nationwide. Confidentiality will be maintained throughout this process, 
and participants are given a pseudonym to protect their identity.  

Your participation will include an in-person or Zoom interview lasting 45 minutes to an hour at a 
location of your convenience. Additionally, you are asked to submit a current resume or 
curriculum vitae that spotlights your experience and achievements as an educational leader (this 
information will also remain confidential). Should you have any additional questions regarding 
your participation in this study, please feel free to contact me, Keisha White, at 
kswhite2@ncsu.edu or by phone at 910-275-5892 or my faculty advisor, Dr. Lance Fusarelli, at 
ldfusare@ncsu.edu.  

If you agree to participate in this study, please select the “Agree” button below. Selecting 
“Agree” will direct you to the consent forms, CV/resume upload, and a link to schedule your 
interview.  

Thank you for your time and consideration.  

Sincerely,  

Keisha White, MSA (she/her/hers) 
Doctoral Candidate 
NC State University 
College of Education 
kswhite2@ncsu.edu 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

North Carolina State University INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 
 
Title of Study: To Be or Not to Be: An Exploratory Qualitative Study on Black Women District 
Leaders Aspiring to the Superintendency 
 
IRB Protocol: 28318 
 
Principal Investigator: Keisha White, kswhite2@ncsu.edu, 910-275-5892 
 
Funding Source: None 
 
NC State Faculty Point of Contact: Lance D. Fusarelli, ldfusare@ncsu.edu, 919-513-0507 
 
Purpose of the Study 
You are being asked to participate in a research study about Black women school district leaders 
and their aspirations for or against seeking the superintendency. Participation is strictly 
voluntary. You must be 18 or older, reside in the United States, self-identify as a Black or 
African American woman, and be employed as a senior-level administrator in a North Carolina 
public school district to participate in this study. 
 
Activities Involved in the Study 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to provide a current resume or CV 
noting your experience and achievements in educational leadership and take part in a Zoom or 
face-to-face interview at a location of your choice. The interview will be recorded and will last 
45 minutes to one hour. Activities you will complete during the interview include answering 
questions about your educational career and factors for or against seeking the superintendency. 
 
You will be video and audio-recorded during the interview. If you do not want this information 
collected, you cannot participate in this research. We would like to use these video and audio 
recordings for transcription purposes only. We will keep these recordings until transcriptions 
have been verified, and then they will be destroyed. 
 
Risks and Benefits 
There are minimal risks associated with your participation in this research. There are no direct 
benefits to you from participating in this research. There is no compensation for this study. Your 
participation is strictly voluntary. 
 
Future Use of Data, Consent 
In addition to this consent form, we would like your permission to store and use the data 
collected from your interview (with your name removed) for future research studies related to 
educational leadership or equity in education. You may still participate in this study even if you 
do not agree to future use. 
 
Confidentiality 
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The information collected in this study will be kept confidential. Participants' names and places 
of employment (current or previous) will not be disclosed throughout this study. Interview 
recordings will be transcribed by the researcher and sent to you via encrypted digital messaging 
to ensure accuracy. All research data will be stored securely in locked and password-protected 
storage. 
 
Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal 
You can choose to not participate in the study or stop participating at any time by contacting the 
researcher, Keisha White, by email at kswhite2@ncsu.edu or by phone at 910-275-5892. 
 
Contact Information 
If you have any questions about the research or how it is implemented, please contact the 
researcher, Keisha White, at kswhite2@ncsu.edu or by phone at 910-275-5892. You can also 
contact the faculty advisor for this research, Dr. Lance D. Fusarelli, at ldfusare@ncsu.edu and by 
phone at 919-513-0507. Please reference study number 28318 when contacting anyone about this 
project. 
 
If you have read the above information and agree to participate in this research study, please 
enter your name and date and click “Yes, I consent.” You will then be directed to a Broad 
Consent form (optional) followed by instructions on submitting your CV/resume. 
 
Name ______________________   Date  ___________ 
 
I agree to participate in this study. 
 
__Yes 
__No 
  

mailto:kswhite2@ncsu.edu
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Appendix C: Participant Checklist 

 
Name Position Email 

Address 
Self-

identified as 
Black or 
African 

American  

Self-
identified as 

a woman 

Resume or 
CV? 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol 

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today.  My name is Keisha White, and I am a doctoral 

candidate at North Carolina State University. I am conducting a study to explore Black women 

school district leaders to examine their career pathway towards becoming a superintendent. I 

want to remind you that this interview is confidential. You will be given a pseudonym to protect 

your identity, and your answers will not be shared with anyone outside of this interview. For this 

interview, you will have a pseudonym. Would you like to choose what your pseudonym will be, 

or would you like to choose? (Wait for response) The following research questions will be used 

for this interview. Let’s start with question number 1. 

Demographic Questions 

1.  What is your marital status?      

2.   Do you have any children? If so, how many?      

3.  What is your age?          

4. What is the highest degree you hold?    

5. On the consent form you submitted, you self-identified yourself as a Black woman. Do 

you affirm? What other identities intersect with who you are?           

Career Pathway Towards District Leadership 

6. Currently in North Carolina, there are seven Black women superintendents. Why do you 

think there are not more Black women superintendents?   

7. How many years have you been a district-level employee?        

8. Prior to your current role, what other positions have you held in education and for how 

many years were you in the position?          

9. What made you choose to enter the field of education? 
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10. As a Black woman working at the district-level in education, tell me about your mentors?       

11.  Do you know any Black women at the district-level who aspire to be a superintendent?      

12. Are you motivated or unmotivated to become a district superintendent? (If she is 

unmotivated to be a superintendent, skip to questions 26, 30, followed by the closing 

question. If she is motivated to be a superintendent, continue with question 13) 

13. What motivates you to be a superintendent?  

14. Do your family know your aspirations to be a superintendent, and if so, how do they feel 

about it? 

15. The superintendency is the top educational leadership role in a school district. How will 

you, your family, and your personal life be impacted if you decline or are offered the 

superintendent position?  

16. Do your mentors know you aspire the superintendency, and if so, what advice were you 

given?  

17.  In what ways are you prepared to become a superintendent?  

18.  Have you ever applied for a superintendent position?     

19. Describe for me the application and interview process(es) you went through as a 

superintendent candidate? 

20.   Describe your experience during the application and interviewing processes? 

21. Is there anything I did not ask that you would like me to know about your path towards 

superintendency? 

Internal Factors That Motivate or Deter Black Women District Leaders To Seek or Not 

Seek the Superintendent Position 

22.  What internal motivations do you have for wanting to become a superintendent?  
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23.  What internal challenges do you perceive are standing in the way of pursuing the 

superintendency? 

24. How do you think your race and gender shape your pathway to the superintendency?    

25. In what ways do you personally benefit from being a superintendent?  

26. You said that you are unmotivated to become a district superintendent. Please explain 

your internal reason(s) why you feel this way. (Wait for her response) If this reason was 

not a factor, would you consider applying for a superintendent position?  

External Factors That Motivate or Deter Black Women District Leaders To Seek or Not 

Seek the Superintendent Position          

27. What external motivations do you have for wanting to become a superintendent?  

28. What external challenges do you perceive are standing in the way of you seeking a 

superintendent position? 

29. In what ways can you make an impact as a superintendent if you are hired as a 

superintendent?  

30. You said that you are unmotivated to become a district superintendent. Please explain 

your external reason(s) why you feel this way. Can you think of anything that would 

make you reconsider applying for a superintendent position?  

Closing Question 

31.  Do you have any additional information you would like to share that I did not ask? 

 

Thank you (pseudonym name) for your time today. This concludes the interview. As stated 

before, your answers will not be shared with anyone outside of this interview. The audio and 

Visual recordings, along with the notes gathered during this interview, will be securely stored in 
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a locked unit. You may be contacted for a follow-up interview in the event I need more 

clarification. Again, I thank you for your time. 


