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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine perceptions of women central 

office administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency in order to better 

understand this lack of aspiration.  In addition, the study examined perceptions of 

aspiring women to provide a comparative base. Specifically, the study uncovered 1) 

perceptions related to the nature of the superintendency, and 2) conceptions and 

practices of power. This purpose was achieved through a secondary analysis of a pre-

existing data set drawn from the American Association of School Administrators 

(AASA) National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office 

Administrators (Brunner & Grogan, 2007). The study analyzed data from 5 of 8 open-

ended questions contained in the survey through an emergent theme analysis method. 

The conceptual framework for the study was an adaptation of Farmer’s (1985) 

Model of Career and Achievement Motivation and also contained elements of 

Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive Theory. Data was sorted through an open coding 

procedure in order to discover patterns or concepts and also allow for a systematic 

analysis of the data.   

Conclusions of the study on the effects of background, environmental, and 

personal elements are: 1) It was concluded that background characteristics have very 

little, if any, affect on aspiration to the superintendency; 2) Environmental elements 

identified by participants were school boards and politics, although aspiring women 

ranked school boards at a much higher rate. Recent research by Kim and Brunner 

(2009) indicates that career paths of aspiring and non-aspiring women central office 

administrators differ in that aspiring women come up through line positions and non-
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aspiring women come up through staff positions. The different paths may shape their 

perceptions through the experiences to which they are exposed; 3) Personal elements 

(conceptions of power) identified with high frequency by non-aspiring and aspiring 

women central office administrators were influence and collaboration. A notable 

difference was that aspiring women identified research and data at a higher rate of 

frequency. Again, power perceptions may be influenced by career path experiences. It 

was also found the non-aspiring women central office administrators were more likely 

to identify with power as power-over than were aspiring women. This discovery may be 

used to inform superintendent preparation programs to train women about their 

understanding and use of power. Other emergent themes that hold possibility for future 

research was the identification of long hours and hard work. Although both groups 

identified long hours as a way they get things done, non-aspiring women deemed the 

work as hard as a much higher frequency than aspiring women; 4) The high frequency 

themes identified in What else needs to be known was Good Old Boys and Gender-bias 

by both groups. A notable difference between the groups was that aspiring women were 

more concerned about mentors and networks than non-aspiring women. This finding 

may have implications for professional organizations. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 Even at a time when our society needs people of high ability and motivation in 

educational administration, the contributions of women are minimized and few are 

advanced to leadership positions (Hackney, 1998, p. 2: Shakeshaft, 1999, p. 99; Dana & 

Bourisaw, 2006, p. 13; Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. 19). Not only are women 

underutilized but, due to numerous issues, they may also lack the aspiration to pursue 

the superintendency. Vast resources have been invested to determine strategies and 

solutions for attracting well-qualified individuals to the superintendency. In the search 

for answers, the availability of well-qualified women in educational administration may 

have been overlooked. Indeed, “[i]ronically, within the discourse surrounding the crisis, 

little consideration has been given to gender even though there is a disproportionate 

underutilization of women nationwide in educational administration” (Young & 

McLeod, 2001, p. 462). 

 In no small measure, while women continue to comprise the majority of 

teaching positions in most levels of education they are persistently underrepresented in 

leadership positions. According to the most recent national statistics1, women represent 

75 percent of teachers (85% of elementary and 56% of secondary teachers), 44 percent 

of the principals (52% elementary and 22% of secondary principals) and only 18 

percent of the superintendents (Shakeshaft et al, 2007, p. 3). Researchers predicted that 

as more women occupied the positions of assistant superintendent or director more 

women would ultimately occupy the top position of superintendent (Scherr, 1995, p. 

                                                 
1Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Schools and Staffing 

Survey, 1999-2000 (as cited in Shakeshaft et al, 2007, p. 3). 
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313; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 16). These predictions have not been realized. Only a 

fraction of superintendencies have been filled by women when compared to the greater 

number of women in central office positions.  

 According to the American Association of School Administrators’ (AASA) 

survey titled National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office 

Administrators, over 50 percent of central office positions were held by women 

whereas, at the time, only 18 percent of the nation’s superintendencies were filled by 

women (Brunner et al, 2003, p. 4). Sixty-eight percent of central office women who 

responded to the AASA survey indicated they had their superintendent credentials 

(Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. 53). Logic would seem to dictate that larger numbers of 

qualified women in the applicant pool would result in an increase of women in the 

superintendency. Evidence to the contrary suggests that, in addition to obstacles, there 

may be less than expected aspiration among women to pursue the superintendency. 

Brunner and Grogan (2007) found that 60 percent of women central office 

administrators did not aspire to the superintendency (p. 52). In the next section the 

study’s purpose and research questions are given. 

Study Purpose and Research Questions 

Given the underutilization of women in educational administration, the purpose 

of this qualitative study is to examine perceptions of women central office 

administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency in order to better understand 

their lack of aspiration. In addition, the study identifies perceptions of women that do 

aspire for purposes of comparison. Specifically, the study will uncover perceptions 

related to 1) the nature of the superintendency, and 2) conceptions of power and 
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decision making.  

 The proposed aim of the study will be addressed through a secondary analysis of 

a pre-existing data set drawn from the American Association of School Administrators 

(AASA) National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office 

Administrators (Brunner & Grogan, 2007)—the first large national study in history to 

focus completely on women superintendents, and is also the first large study of women 

central office administrators. The research questions guiding the study are:  

1. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency regarding environmental influences on aspiration 

(support structures), and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring 

women central office administrators?  

2. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency regarding personal influences on aspiration 

(conceptions of power), and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring 

women central office administrators?  

3. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency regarding what needs to be known about women in 

the superintendency, and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring 

women central office administrators?  

Significance of the Study 

 While non-aspirants are the focus of the study, perceptions of aspiring women 

central office administrators are used as a comparative base in order to identify the 

unique perceptions of non-aspirants. This study makes an important contribution to the 
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field of educational administration research for the following reasons. First, there is a 

shortage of well-qualified individuals to lead our nation’s schools (Cooper et al., 2000, 

p. 4; Esparo & Rader, 2001, p. 46; Hammond et al., 2001, p. 1; Brunner & Grogan, 

2007). Second, although women occupy the majority of central office positions, they 

hold only a fraction of the superintendencies (Young & McLeod, 2001, p. 462; Bell & 

Chase, 2003, p. 142).  Third, women in central office positions represent a largely 

untapped resource for filling superintendencies. Through an exploration of the 

perceptions affecting women central office administrators’ lack of aspiration we can 

gain understanding about what may inspire women to seek the superintendency, and 

what may discourage them. 

The overarching aim of the study is to add to the research base on women and 

educational administration. Additionally, this study makes an important contribution to 

the field of educational administration because although the research on women and the 

superintendency has increased over the past fifteen years (Beekley, 1999; Bell & Chase, 

1993; Bjork, 2000; Brunner, 1998a, 1998b, 1999, 2000a, 2000b, 2002a, 2007; Chase, 

1995; Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Kamler & Shakeshaft, 1999; Kowalski & Strouder, 

1999; Scherr, 1995; Skrla, Reyes & Scheurich, 2000; Tallerico, 2000), relatively few 

studies have been conducted on women in central office positions, their support 

systems, and the barriers they face (Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. ivii; Grogan & 

Brunner, 2005, p. 227; Wimpelberg, 1997, p. 320). 

Definitions 

 The definitions of terms used in this study are provided below to provide the 

reader an understanding of how the terms are used for the purposes of this study. 
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1. achievement success in academic and/or vocational 

areas (Fassinger and Richie, 1994, p. 191). 

2. aspiration the strong desire, longing or goal to obtain 

a position as a school superintendent. 

Aspiration is thus synonymous with 

ambition. 

3. career aspiration the level of education and occupation to 

which a person aspires (Farmer, 1985, p. 

366). 

4. career motivation the value one places on pursuing a career 

(Farmer & Chung, 1995, p. 265). 

5. central office  

administrator 

is an administrative position within a 

school district such as Associate/Assistant 

Superintendent for Human Resources, 

Finance, Curriculum and Instruction, 

Operations, Administration, and Support 

Services. These persons generally are at the 

head of their respective departments and 

answer directly to the superintendent. 

6. mastery motivation the desire of individuals to choose difficult 

though achievable tasks rather than easy or 

impossible ones (Farmer, 1985, p. 366). 
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7. motivation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. participant 

 

a. primary 

 

b. secondary 

“the process whereby goal-directed activity 

is instigated and sustained” (Schunk et al, 

2007, p. 4). Shunk, Pintrich & Meece 

2007) noted that motivation is a process 

and not a product and is not observed 

directly but is inferred by one’s actions and 

verbalizations (p. 4). 

Woman superintendent or central office 

administrator 

Non-aspiring woman central office 

administrator 

Aspiring woman central office 

administrator 

9. power “the production of causal effect” (Scott, 

2001, p. 1). 

a. power-over a social control paradigm in which an 

individual or group controls, dominates or 

influences another individual or group in 

order to achieve a particular intended effect 

(Scott, 2001, p. 2; Brunner & Schumaker, 

1998, p. 1). 

b. power-with an alternate power paradigm in which an 



   7 

 

individual or group collaborates with 

another individual or group in order to 

achieve common goals (Brunner & 

Schumaker, 1998, p. 3). 

c. combination when an individual or group alternates 

between “power-over” and “power-with” in 

their interactions with others. 

10. principal and  

 subaltern  

“a principal is the paramount agent in a 

power relationship, while a subaltern is the 

subordinate agent. The principal has or 

exercises power, while the subaltern is 

affected by power (Scott, 2001, p. 2). 

11. self-efficacy “people’s judgments of their capabilities to 

organize and execute courses of action 

required to attain designated types of 

performances” (Bandura, 1986, p. 391). 

12. social capital 

 

 

 

 

 

“the sum of the actual and potential 

resources embedded within, available 

through, and derived from the network of 

relationships possessed by an individual or 

social unit. Social capital thus comprises 

both the network and the assets that may be 
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13. social power 

 

mobilized through that network” (Nahapiet 

& Ghoshal, 1998, p. 243). 

“an agent’s intentional use of causal power 

to affect the conduct of the other 

participants in the social relations that 

connect them together” (Scott, 2001, p. 1). 

14. superintendent chief executive officer of a school district 

who reports directly to the school board. 

Conceptual Framework 

 In this section, Farmer’s (1985) conceptual model and its relationship to the 

study are described. First, Bandura’s social cognitive theory, upon which Farmer’s 

model heavily relies, is discussed. Second, Farmer’s definition of what constitutes 

background, personal and environmental influences on motivation dimensions are 

explored along with the research that supports these influences’ inclusion in the model. 

Third, the motivation dimensions—career aspiration motivation, mastery motivation 

and career commitment are highlighted. Finally, the modifications made to Farmer’s 

model for use as a framework for this study are described.  

Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory presupposes that humans are able to regulate 

their behavior, and that self-concept and beliefs enable humans “to exercise control over 

their thoughts, feelings, and actions (Mills, Pajares & Herron, 2007, p. 419). This theory 

of human functioning developed from earlier theory was referred to as social learning 

theory which, in turn, grew from the work of early psychologists like Sears (stimulus-
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response) and Skinner (classical conditioning) (Grusec, 1992, p. 776). Bandura became 

interested in the effect of modeling on human behavior, the capacity of humans for self-

regulation, and in human self-efficacy. As his study developed, he moved farther from 

his behaviorist roots. In 1986 he relabeled his approach to human behavior as the 

“social cognitive theory” as a more suitable label for his research theory (Grusec, 1992, 

p. 777).  

Bandura’s 1986 publication Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social 

Cognitive Theory added to social learning theory by advancing the view that human 

functioning is the product of a dynamic interplay of personal, behavioral, and 

environmental forces that are driven by concealed inner impulses. This was termed 

“triadic reciprocality” (Bandura, 1986, p. 18). According to Bandura’s theory, human 

behavior is determined when the individual acts on his or her environment, experiences 

the consequences of the behavior (both negative and positive), then reflects on the 

situation and cognitively stores the information which then guides future behavior 

(Mills, Pajares & Herron, 2007, p. 419). These experiences are important in the 

development of an individual’s “self-efficacy”. Self-efficacy, a focus of Bandura’s 

research since the 1970s, is an individual’s beliefs in what he/she is capable of 

accomplishing and provides the individual a framework to guide future actions and 

reactions. Self-efficacy beliefs influence how much effort is expended on a given task 

and how resilient the individual is in the face of adversity (Mills, Pajares & Herron, 

2007, p. 419). Self-efficacy beliefs “arise from the individual’s history of achievement 

in a domain” and “from observations of what others are able to accomplish” (Grusbec, 

1992, p. 782). 
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Another important dimension of social cognitive theory is termed “reciprocal 

determinism”. Reciprocal determinism was formalized by Bandura who argued that 

behavior, cognition, and the environment continuously interact and have a “bi-

directional” or reciprocal influence on each other (Grusec, 1992, p. 782). Personal 

influences (expectations and self-concepts) and environmental influences (modeling, 

instruction, and social persuasion) direct behavior which, in turn, determines the 

environmental influences to which one is exposed in the future (Grusec, 1992, p. 782).  

Bandura’s motivational framework provided the basis of Farmer’s model of career and 

achievement motivation. Farmer’s model provides the conceptual framework from 

which to view this study and is explored in detail in the following section.  

Farmer’s Model of Career and Achievement Motivation 

Farmer (1985) developed this model to explain career and achievement 

motivation in men and women. She tested the model with high school students and 

found that high achievement motivation was significantly correlated to perceived levels 

of support in the school and community (environment) and self-concept (personal). 

Background influences (sex, social status, school location, race, age, verbal and math 

ability) were found to have an indirect affect on aspiration. In the following sections, 

Farmer’s model of motivational dimensions, as well as the research associated with the 

model are reported. 

Motivational Dimensions 

According to Farmer’s (1985) motivation model, illustrated by Figure 1.1 (p. 

15), motivation consists of three dimensions: 1) career aspiration, which refers to the 

socioeconomic level or prestige level to which one aspires; 2) mastery motivation, 
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which refers to a person’s motivation to engage in challenging tasks and see them 

through to completion and; 3) career commitment, which refers to the value one places 

on pursuing a career (Farmer & Chung, 1995, p. 265). These motivation dimensions are 

influenced by the reciprocal interaction of background, social, and environmental 

influences. The elements are not necessarily equally reciprocal as all individuals have 

varying life experiences. These three motivation dimensions, as well as the influencing 

elements, will be further described in the remainder of this section.  

 Career aspiration motivation. 

The first of Farmer’s (1985) motivation dimensions, career aspiration, is 

supported in the research literature by status attainment theorists (Blau & Duncan, 

1967; Sewell & Hauser, 1975; Gottfredson, 1981) who found a correlation between an 

individual’s background and other environmental factors and their impact on desired 

levels of career status and career attainment. Gottfredson (1981) theorized that 

occupational aspirations develop during the preschool through college years during 

which children and young adults form perceptions regarding the level of prestige in 

certain careers and which careers would be most desirable based on their perceived 

prestige level. Careers that are deemed most desirable or “high status” are those heavily 

dominated by men and those deemed less desirable or “low status” are those careers 

predominately occupied by women (Gottfredson, 1981, p. 551). A child’s developing 

perceptions of future desirable career paths are also influenced by the occupations of a 

child’s parents as well as the family’s socioeconomic status. Education and outside 

social influences can intervene and counteract the strong familial influences on 

perceptions and guide individuals to career choices that would have otherwise seemed 
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unavailable or inappropriate (Gottfredson, 1981, p. 563). 

Mastery motivation. 

The second of Farmer’s (1985) motivation dimensions is mastery motivation, 

which describes the desire of individuals to choose difficult though achievable tasks, 

rather than easy or impossible ones (Farmer, 1985, p. 366). This motivation theory can 

be contributed to the early work of McClelland (1961, 1971) and Atkinson (1958, 1978) 

who referred to this theory as achievement motivation (Farmer, 1985, p. 366). 

McClelland’s experiments with children in a ring toss game found that those individuals 

with high motivation for achievement chose to toss the rings at an intermediate distance 

where their chance of success approached 50-50.  Children with low motivation to 

achieve either chose to toss the ring from very close where their probability for success 

approached 100 percent or at a great distance where the probability for success was 

nearly impossible (Atkinson, 1958, p. 366).  

 This achievement motivation is influenced by early socialization within the 

family and found to affect motivation in boys differently from girls (Farmer, 1980, p. 

59). McClelland found that risk taking behavior in high achieving boys was moderate—

uncertainty was not avoided and challenge was viewed as positive whereas low 

achieving boys either adopted high risk or low risk behaviors (Farmer, 1980, p. 61). 

These patterns were not found in studies of girls and women by Horner (1978). High 

achieving girls did not always exhibit the moderate risk taking behavior and Horner 

suggested that this was due to a fear of success among girls and women (Parsons & 

Goff, 1980, p. 354).  
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Career commitment. 

 The third motivation dimension of Farmer’s model, career commitment, refers 

to how central a role a person’s career plays in their life and the extent of their 

involvement in that career (Farmer, 1985, p. 366). In the research conducted by Farmer 

with adolescent males and females, it was found that career commitment was most 

influenced by personal factors. Environment and background factors also contributed 

but to a lesser extent (Farmer, 1987, p. 7). All personal factors had a strong positive 

influence on career commitment for young women. The only factor with a negative 

influence for young women was Homemaking which suggested that the conflict women 

experience between the roles they play at work and home reduces their career 

commitment (Farmer, 1987, p. 7). Rooney (1983) conducted a similar study with adult 

men and women and found that career commitment was much higher in men than 

women (as cited in Farmer, 1987, p. 8). The transition to adulthood and changes in 

personal life (marriage, family, career experiences) appear to have a discouraging effect 

on women’s career commitment. In the three sections, background, personal and 

environmental influences of Farmer’s (1985) model are presented.  

Background Elements∗ 

 Background elements in Farmer’s (1985) model, such as sex, social status, 

school location, race, age, and math and verbal ability influenced motivation but to a 

lesser degree. Background influences had an indirect effect on motivation because 

                                                 
∗ Farmer’s work was quantitative and the words variable and factor were used. For the 
purposes of this qualitative study these words have been replaced with element and 
influence. 
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personal and environmental influences mediated the effect. Farmer (1985) chose these 

particular background factors based upon her own research as well as the research of 

other social psychologists (Atkinson, 1978; Fortner, 1970; Gottfredson, 1981; Gump & 

Rivers, 1975; Sewell & Hauser, 1975; Spence & Helmreich, 1978). The next subsection 

will briefly explain the research behind the six background factors and the justification 

for their selection for Farmer’s model: sex; social status; school location; race; age; 

math and verbal ability. 

 The background factor of sex was chosen because researchers had previously 

compared the aspiration levels of girls, boys, women, and men with disparate results. 

Fortner (1970) found that boys have higher aspiration level than girls, whereas Farmer 

(1983) found the opposite to be true. Other researchers found no differences of 

aspiration between the sexes (Farmer, 1985, p366). The factor of social status was 

chosen because status attainment theorists have concluded that social status is an 

influential factor in career motivation (Farmer, 1985, p. 366). Gottfredson (1981) found 

that persons of lower social status had more factors that limited their career aspiration 

when compared to persons of the middle or upper class (p. 546). Rosen (1959) found 

that social status impacted short-range mastery motivation as well as being more 

influential on career aspiration than ethnicity. School location was selected because 

career aspiration in rural youth has been found to be lower than that in urban youth 

according to Sewell and Hauser (1975) but Farmer did not find any difference in her 

research between the career aspirations of youth based on the location of the schools 

(Farmer, 1985, p. 367). Farmer selected the background factor of race based on Rosen’s  

(1959) work identifying the disparity between various racial and ethnic groups  
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regarding upward mobility. These differences were associated with each group’s unique  

and dissimilar cultural practices, values and socialization (Rosen, 1959, p. 47). 

Gottfredson (1981) found that blacks from lower class backgrounds had more limiting 

factors affecting career aspiration than White individuals with similar socio-economic 

backgrounds (p. 550). Age was included as the impact of age on motivation is as varied 

as the number of researchers that have closely examined this area of influence. Some 

researchers (Atkinson, 1978; Gottfredson, 1981) believe that mastery motivation is 

established at a very young age and others (Crandall and Battle, 1970; Maehr, 1974) 

believe that the impact of life experience continually alters and changes mastery 

motivation (Farmer, 1985, p. 367). Finally, math and verbal ability was included as 

research has shown that there are sex differences between girls and boys in these 

abilities (Benbow & Stanley, 1982). Girls tend to excel in areas of verbal 

communication whereas boys take the lead in mathematical reasoning.  Farmer’s (1985) 

research found small but positive correlations between verbal and math abilities and 

career motivation. 

Personal Influences 

 Personal influences (self-concepts) have been found to impact career and 

achievement motivation. Farmer refined these influences to a total of seven from a 

larger field. Some influences were found to not have significant impact on motivation 

dimensions and were dropped from the model (Farmer, 1985, p. 367). The remaining 

seven influences (academic self-esteem, expressive and independent self-concepts, 

cooperative and competitive achievement styles, success attributions to effort and 

ability, intrinsic values, personal unconcern, and homemaking commitment) are 
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explored in the following subsections along with the research Farmer used to justify the 

selections. 

 Academic self-esteem. 

 Farmer reasoned that persons with high self-confidence in their ability to handle 

academic tasks also have high aspiration (Farmer, 1985, p. 367). This analysis was 

supported by the research of Gottfredson (1981) and Sewell & Hauser (1975).  

Gottfredson found that the higher the ability of high school students, the higher their 

occupational aspiration (Gottfredson, 1981, p. 563). Sewell and Hauser conducted a 

longitudinal study of graduates from a Wisconsin high school in the year 1957. They 

surveyed them upon graduation and then again in 1964. Educational attainment, 

occupational status, and salaries were tracked for 10 years. Sewell and Hauser 

concluded that the most important factor in determining later occupational status and 

earning was high school rank (academic ability) and occupational aspiration (Sewell & 

Hauser, 1975, p. 186).  

 Expressive and independent self-concept. 

 Farmer agreed with Gilligan’s (1982) work finding developmental differences 

between men’s and women’s expressive and independent self-concepts (Farmer, 1985, 

p. 367). Gilligan (1982) found that men develop their independent self-concept first and 

develop their expressive self-concept (which includes concern for others) later in life. 

Women develop their self-concepts in the opposite manner (p. 171). Farmer stated that 

the literature supports the premise that an independent self-concept positively correlates 

to mastery and career motivation (Farmer, 1985, p. 367). 
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 Cooperative and competitive achievement styles. 

 Farmer (1985) found a strong correlation between a competitive achievement 

style and long range career motivation. A small positive correlation was found between 

cooperative style and long-range career motivation (p. 367). Farmer stated that 

researchers (Atkinson, 1978; Horner, 1978) had found that competitive situations 

increase the mastery motivation in men whereas they decrease the mastery motivation 

in women. Mastery motivation is defined in Farmer’s model as the desire of individuals 

to choose difficult though achievable tasks rather than easy or impossible ones (Farmer, 

1985, p. 366). 

 Success attributions to effort and ability. 

 Farmer hypothesized that attributing success to internal factors, such as effort 

and ability, has a positive effect on motivation as opposed to attributing success to 

external factors such as luck (Farmer, 1985, p. 368). This assumption is based on 

Weiner’s work on causal attribution. Weiner (1980) found that individuals high in 

achievement motivation attributed their successes to effort and ability and their failures 

to bad luck or lack of effort. Individuals with low achievement motivation attributed 

their  successes to luck and failure rather than ability (McClelland, 1985, p. 490). 

 Intrinsic values. 

Farmer discovered that of the three types of values proposed by Maehr and 

Nicholls (1981) – intrinsic, competence and social approval – only intrinsic values had a 

substantial impact on motivational dimensions (Farmer, 1985, p. 368). Intrinsic values 

are values of doing something for its own sake.  Since competence and social approval 

had no significant impact on motivation she chose not to include those values in her 
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model. 

Personal unconcern. 

Farmer defined personal unconcern as a low fear of success and cited research 

by Horner (1978) who found that women have a significantly higher fear of success 

than men. Horner reasoned that the fear of success stemmed from a belief that success 

leads to loss of relationships, especially of the opposite sex, due to jealousy (Farmer, 

1985, p. 368). Farmer also cited Spence and Helmreich’s (1978) study showing a 

positive relationship between low fear of success and mastery motivation. Farmer 

admits that the relationship between “fear of success and career motivation is not well 

established” (Farmer, 1985, p. 368). 

Homemaking commitment. 

Farmer defined homemaking commitment, the last of the personal influences, as 

the desire to have a home and a family and asserted that this value does not impact 

mastery motivation in the short-range. She referred to several researchers that have 

found a negative impact on mastery motivation in long-range career commitment 

(Richardson, 1979; Super, 1980; Tittle, 1981).  In the next section, Environmental 

influences related to motivation will be explored. 

Environmental Influences 

 Farmer’s model identified three environmental influences related to motivation, 

all of which involve support systems – parent support, teacher support, and support for 

women working. The positive effect of family and parental support on children’s 

academic achievement is well-documented. Farmer rests on the research of Sewell and 

Hauser (1975) from their 10 year longitudinal study that determined that parent support 
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was significant in determining career aspiration (Farmer, 1985, p. 369). Sewell and 

Hauser found that the influence of parental support on educational attainment was two 

to three times that of teacher support (Sewell & Hauser, 1975, p. 104). Teacher support 

was also found to be an important influence. Although less influential than parent 

support, strong teacher encouragement accounted for an additional one-quarter year of 

higher education for the individuals in the study (Sewell & Hauser, 1975, p. 104). 

Farmer also found that teacher support had positive effect on career motivation (Farmer, 

1985, p. 369). The last of the environmental elements was chosen as a result of a study 

by Farmer that found the perceptions held by high school girls supporting women 

working was the best predictor of career aspiration among the 12 predictors studied. A 

later study by Farmer supported the earlier findings when the predictors were applied to 

adolescent career motivation and aspiration (Farmer, 1985, p. 369). 

Farmer’s Findings 

In 1987, Farmer reviewed findings from several studies using the multivariate 

model introduced in Figure 1.1 (p. 15). The model has been used with adolescents and 

adults, and males and females. Gender differences were found in which influences were 

stronger determinants for motivation. The type of motivation—whether it was 

aspiration motivation, mastery motivation or career motivation—was also affected by 

whether the influencing element was background, personal or environmental in nature.  

Farmer’s findings are reported in the following paragraphs for each of the motivation 

dimensions. 

Career Aspiration Motivation 

Studies of both adolescents and adults, when gender was not considered, has 
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shown that career aspiration motivation is most affected by background influences 

(Farmer, 1987, p. 6). Environmental and personal factors also contributed. When the 

gender of the individual was taken into account, the affect of background influences 

was mediated by personal and environmental influences. Young women’s aspiration 

was enhanced by perceived support for women working and teacher support.  “These 

gender differences point to the important role of school and other environmental 

influences on gender differences in aspiration motivation” (Farmer, 1987, p. 7).  

Mastery Motivation 

Mastery motivation was affected the most by personal influences and, to a lesser 

extent, by background and environmental influences. The fact that mastery motivation 

is affected more by changeable personal influences than unchangeable background 

influences suggest that mastery motivation may change over a person’s lifetime 

(Farmer, 1987, p. 7). Overall, environmental factors had less impact on mastery 

motivation than personal factors when gender was not taken into consideration. When 

the effects were isolated for gender, environmental influences were stronger for young 

women. This suggests that supportive programs in society, schools, and homes may 

make a difference in the aspiration of women. 

Career Commitment 

Career commitment was primarily affected by personal influences much like 

master motivation. Environment and background contributed to a lesser extent (Farmer, 

1987, p. 7). The fact that changeable personal influences primarily affected career 

commitment motivation suggests that this motivation dimension changes over time. 

Farmer’s (1987) finding also suggests that gender has a significant impact on career 
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commitment. Farmer’s 1985 study indicated a significant interaction effect for gender 

and homemaking variables and career motivation. This finding was consistent with 

Farmer’s earlier findings that conflicting role priorities reduces career commitment 

(Farmer, 1987, p. 7). In the next section the conceptual framework, adapted from 

Farmer’s model,  and used to examine personal and environmental influences on 

women central office administrators’ aspiration is introduced. 

Conceptual Framework Adapted For This Study 

Farmer’s (1985) model of influences on career and achievement motivation is an 

appropriate framework from which to explore the research questions addressed in this 

study. This study focuses on the perceptions of women central office administrators in 

order to discover what influences aspiration to pursue the superintendency. The three 

research questions follow with a description of how each addresses areas of social 

cognitive theory. 

1. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency, regarding environmental influences on aspiration 

(support structures), and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring 

women central office administrators?  

Exploration of perceptions of support structures is consistent with Farmer’s 

finding that environmental influences (support structures) positively affect increased 

aspiration motivation, mastery motivation, and career commitment motivation for 

females. Support structures attempt to raise an individual’s self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is 

also developed through an individual’s life experiences and related perceptions. For 

women central office administrators these perceptions developed as they negotiated 
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their way through their career path to the central office. Experiences as teacher, 

principal, central office administrator as well as woman, wife, and mother provided 

direction for behaviors and self-concepts. This leads to the second research question of 

this study. 

2. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency, regarding personal influences on aspiration 

(conceptions power), and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring 

women central office administrators?  

Personal influences are defined as self-concepts that affect career and 

achievement motivation (Farmer, 1987, p. 5). Self-concepts are the perceptions an 

individual has of him/herself. In this study the primary self-concepts addressed are 

women central office administrators’ perceptions of power.  

3. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency, regarding what needs to be known about women 

in the superintendency, and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring 

women central office administrators?  

This question is exploratory in nature and will help to discover if there are any 

other background, personal, or environmental influences that affect the various types of 

motivation as identified in Farmer’s (1985) model. As individual self-concepts evolve 

through the interplay of environmental and personal factors, beliefs and values are 

formulated. These beliefs and values are reflected in what women central office 

administrators believe is important to share about the superintendency.  

The conceptual model in Figure 1.2 (p. 25) includes each of the three influences 
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– environmental, personal, and background—affecting motivation. Farmer’s (1985) 

model of career and achievement motivation (p. 365) was adapted in order to answer 

the three research questions of this study. In the following sections each element is 

discussed and how it was modified from Farmer’s model.  

Environmental Influences 

Environmental influences in Farmer’s (1985) model are parent support, teacher 

support and support for women working. Perceptions of support are also addressed in 

this study’s model—perceived support in the school organization, the community and 

the home. This study uses the responses to the following open-ended question in the 

AASA survey to explore environmental influences (Brunner & Grogan, 2007): “What 

about the superintendency would you like to see change for it to be a more attractive 

position for you or others?”  Personal influences may also be discovered as the 

responses to the above question are explored. 

Personal Influences 

 Personal influences in Farmer’s (1985) model included self-esteem, expressive 

and independent self-concepts, cooperative and competitive achievement styles, success 

attributions to effort and ability, intrinsic values, personal unconcern, and homemaking 

commitment. In the adapted model used in this study, the focus is on personal 

approaches to power as in power-over, power-with, or a combination of power 

conceptions, which is explored through responses to three open-ended questions in the 

AASA survey (Brunner & Grogan, 2007): 1) Define power; 2) How do you make 

decisions?; 3) How do you get things done?  
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Figure 1.2: Conceptual framework for examining background, personal, and 
environmental influences that support or diminish aspiration of women central office 
administrators to the superintendency. Note: Model adapted from Farmer (1985). 
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Background Influences 

Background influences have indirect influence on motivation as they are largely 

unchangeable. Farmer reported that, “… background factors are given, and therefore 

relatively unchangeable, one would like to find that their influence on motivation is 

relatively weak, or alternatively that it is mostly indirect and mediated through the 

personal and interactive environmental influences” (Farmer, 1987, p. 6).  Therefore, 

although they are not the focus of the study, the background influences of women 

central office administrators (WCOA) are explored further in Chapter III as the personal 

and district demographics of WCOA are shared.  

Motivation Dimension 

 The dimension of Farmer’s (1985) model describing motivation, focuses on three 

types of motivation; 1) aspiration motivation, 2) mastery motivation, and 3) career 

commitment. This study focuses on one motivation type, career aspiration motivation, 

which is determined by the responses to the following question, “Are you interested in 

applying to a superintendency?” 

Future Learning 

 The adapted model used for this study adds one additional dimension which is 

future learning. This is addressed through exploration of the following question from the 

open-ended section of the AASA survey, “What else do we need to know about women 

in the superintendency or central office?” The responses to this question may give added 

depth as to why many women central office administrators’ lack aspiration to the 

superintendency and inform future learning about this area of research which may 

include the development of educational and social policy supporting aspiring women.  
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The following literature review begins with a brief introduction to the 

superintendency followed by an overview of the history of women in the 

superintendency. Then, the focus narrows to research aligned with background, 

personal and environmental influences correlated to this study’s conceptual model in 

Figure 1.2 on (p. 25).  

CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The review of the literature is divided into five sections that include literature 

related to: 1) The Superintendency; 2) Women and the Superintendency; An Historical 

Perspective; 3) Background Influences on Motivation; 4) Personal Influences on 

Motivation; and 5) Environmental Influences on Motivation. 

The Superintendency 

The school board is seeking an individual who would please everybody, from 

ultraconservatives to radical progressives. (Caption for a November 1907 School 

Board Journal cartoon depicting a vacancy notice for the superintendent of 

schools) (Kowalski, 1999, p. 2). 

The characterization of the superintendent’s job, wittily illustrated in the caption 

above, is as timely today as it was a hundred years ago. Today’s superintendency is an 

enormously challenging position. Due to both external and internal pressures, 

educational leaders with qualifications to meet the demands of the job are in short 

supply (Shen et al., 2004, p. 58). Not only are superintendents expected to be experts in 

the management of school systems, but also experts in curriculum and instruction, 

collaboration, and ethical decision-making. They need to meet the demands of all in 
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spite of ever diminishing resources (Kowalski, 1999, p. 351). Superintendents also need 

to be risk-takers. Risk-taking is a vital aspect of school leadership (Brunner, 1999, p. 

291). An inability to take risks diminishes creativity and innovation, characteristics 

demanded in an environment focused on reform (Bennis, 1989, p. 137). This is 

especially true in light of the existing expectations for the superintendency. Much about 

the role is dysfunctional according to Houston (2001), “There are really just four 

problems with the current leadership system: the job is impossible, the expectations are 

inappropriate, the training is inadequate, and the pipeline is inverted” (p. 428).  

Some researchers have proposed that, given the overwhelming issues inherent in 

the superintendency, there exists a shortage of well qualified people to fill 

superintendent vacancies and that we are facing a leadership crisis (Brockett, 1996; 

Cooper et al., 2000; Esparo & Rader, 2001; Hammond et al, 2001; Tallerico, 2003). 

Other researchers claim the “leadership crisis” is exaggerated and that, nationally, 

superintendent tenure is actually stable or slightly on the rise (Bjork et al, 2003; 

Fusarelli, Cooper & Carella, 2003; Glass & Bjork, 2003; Kowalski, 2003).  In the next 

section, both sides of the controversy surrounding turnover and tenure in the 

superintendency are explored. 

Superintendent Shortage 

It has been said that public education in the United States is facing a leadership 

crisis (Cooper et al., 2000, p. 4; Esparo & Rader, 2001, p. 46; Hammond et al., 2001, p. 

1). The results of a national survey titled Career Crisis in the School Superintendency? 

(Cooper et al, 2000) indicated that the chief executive officers of the nation’s schools 

are concerned about the future recruitment and retention of strong, qualified 
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superintendents. Eighty-eight percent of superintendents surveyed agreed that the 

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

education” (Cooper et al., 2000, p. 4). In addition, 92 percent are concerned that the 

“high turnover in the superintendency means a serious crisis in keeping strong leaders 

in the position” (Cooper, et al, 2000, p. 4). State legislators and administrative 

organizations such as the National Association of Elementary School Principals, the 

National Association of Secondary School Principals, and the Educational Placement 

Consortium have also reported that there is a “steadily growing shortage of school 

leaders” (Young & McLeod, 2001, p. 462). Declining numbers of teachers are seeking 

administrative certification, and less than half of those with certification intend to seek a 

position in educational administration (Shen et al, 2004; Tallerico, 2003). The decline in 

interest for the position of school superintendent carries negative implications for the 

school system, especially in urban school districts.   

The shortage of applicants and the consequences of high turnover within the 

field of educational administration are especially detrimental to urban schools (Metzger, 

2003, p. 655). In 1991, 25 urban school districts had vacancies in the superintendent’s 

position, representing more than half of the 47 urban districts belonging to the Council 

of the Great City Schools (Renchler, 1992, p. 1). Although these positions are 

ultimately filled, chances are they will not remain so for long. The average tenure of a 

superintendent in an urban school district is only 3.5 years (Council of the Great City 

Schools, 2008) when compared to the national average of 6.5 years (Glass et al. 2000, p. 

43).  

The superintendent’s short tenure is particularly damaging to urban districts 
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implementing a myriad of educational reforms. Reform takes time, for training and 

implementation, before results are realized. When a change in leadership occurs, before 

a program is fully implemented, the initiative’s success is difficult to determine. The 

cycle of discontinuity damages the morale of educators and students as well as harms 

the district’s reputation in the larger community (Alsbury, 2003, p. 667). Glass and 

Bjork (2003) identified a substantial number of school districts that had three or more 

superintendents in a 10-year period—a condition the authors termed “churning” (p. 

273). This problem is not an issue of superintendent shortage as much as it is an issue of 

“school board instability” (Bjork et al., 2003, p. 452). 

In a special issue of the Journal of School Leadership (2003), “Superintendent 

Shortage: Reality or Myth”, authors provide evidence refuting the claim of a 

superintendent shortage (Bjork et al., 2003; Fusarelli et al., 2003; Glass & Bjork, 2003; 

Kowalski, 2003; Natkin et al., 2003) and state that any existing shortage is largely 

confined to inner-city districts and small rural districts. Reasons given for this 

phenomenon include the politics, board conflict, and instability in large city schools and 

the use of small rural districts as a stepping stone to more desirable and lucrative 

contracts in larger school districts (Kowalski, 2003, p. 294). In the next two sections, 

reasons given for the superintendent shortage in urban districts; the political nature of 

the superintendency and the superintendents’ relationships with school boards are 

considered. 

Superintendents and Politics 

The work of a school superintendent is overwhelmingly political (Leithwood, 

1995, pp. 1-2). The position has undergone several shifts since its advent in the early 
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19th century (Bjork, 2005; Bjork & Gurley, 2005; Browne-Ferrigno & Glass, 2005; 

Kowalski, 2005; Petersen & Barnett, 2005). The position of superintendent was founded 

primarily to serve as a clerk of the school board (Brunner et al, 2002, pp. 212-213). This 

position grew in scope to include multiple functions in the present stage of “political 

strategist focused on excellence” (Brunner et al, 2002, pp. 222-223). Politics involves 

one’s views about social relationships involving authority or power. There was a time 

when superintendents’ authority or power was rarely questioned. Today, 

superintendents are under a great deal of scrutiny. “Responding to demands from 

multiple and diverse groups and graciously enduring criticism require more than street-

level political savvy” (Bjork & Gurley, 2005, pp. 163-164). The position of 

superintendent has shifted from one of management to one of political strategist.  

From the beginning a new superintendent must quickly interpret the politics of 

the district as well as the community. Questions superintendents ask themselves are “Is 

it a strong union town? Are there ‘camps’ on the school board? Who has pull with state 

legislators? Who are the power brokers? Do less-privileged students have advocates? 

How are resources divided? Does school policy result from open debate or closed deals 

(Johnson, 1996, p. 157)?  Even after strategically plotting the political landscape, 

superintendents can find themselves out of a job very quickly. In one case study, a 

principal recalled that a superintendent “was driven out of town….He just didn’t have it 

politically. He was not a shrewd politician….He was an educator” (Johnson, 1996, p. 

157). Politics is about power relationships and superintendents have experienced a loss 

of power-over the past two decades (Bjork & Gurley, 2005; Hess, 2008; Johnson, 

1996). 



   32 

 

 Since the 1990s, an increase in expectations for superintendents has 

accompanied a “loss of positional power” to policy makers (Grogan & Andrews, 2002, 

p. 236). In an effort to “fix” the public school system, state and local bureaucracies 

created policies increasing their control and influence over public education. The 

charter school movement, privatization of public education services and management, 

and state takeovers of school districts have contributed to the decline of superintendents' 

authority and policy-making leadership (Glass, 1997, pp. 19-20). Political pressure on 

the superintendency is not only applied by legislative bodies, but also by local school 

boards often representing single-minded interest groups (Fusarelli, 2005, p. 120; 

Gordon, 1997, pp. 200-202; Mountford, 2008, p. 81). In the next section, the highly 

political relationship between superintendents and school boards is explored. 

Superintendents and School Boards 

As superintendents juggle countless personal agendas as well as a multitude of 

reform initiatives at the local, state, and federal level it is more important than ever for 

superintendents and school boards to have successful relationships (Petersen & Short, 

2001, p. 534). Research has shown that superintendent-school board relations can have 

far-reaching consequences and can ultimately deter school improvement (Bjork, 2008, 

p. 72; Delagardelle, 2008, p. 191; Mountford, 2004, p. 704; Mountford, 2008, p 110). 

School boards are comprised of individuals elected by the community to 

represent the public interest in the school system. The superintendent reports directly to 

the school board elected by the community (Craig & Hardy, 1996, p. 19). With the 

diversity of public interests represented by the school board, it would be reasonable to 

assume there would be a wide variety of superintendent-school board issues. In the 
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literature there were surprisingly few found. The most commonly identified issue is 

school board micromanagement. Mountford (2008) theorizes that micromanagement is 

a symptom of role confusion in a school board. In the beginning, school boards had 

total authority over school operations. That role evolved to one in which the school 

board’s primary purpose was policy formation. Increasingly, that power is being 

usurped by state and federal legislation resulting in school board confusion about where 

to put their energies. Role confusion can lead to school board members’ 

micromanagement as they attempt to make a difference (pp. 85-86). 

The Curriculum Management Audit (Frase et al., 2001, p. 44) determined that 

school boards should focus on macro-management of the district and refrain from 

micro-management. Macro-management includes: 1) hiring and evaluating the 

superintendent; 2) establishing the curriculum, policies, long- and short-range plans and 

major strategies; and 3) and monitoring progress. Micro-management consists of: 1) 

day-to-day management decisions; 2) acting without board sanction; and 3) 

campaigning for personal interests. With so much energy focused on a micro-level, the 

school board loses sight of the big goals of public education (Mountford, 2008, pp. 90-

91).  

 Another area of contention between superintendents and school boards involves 

personal and political agendas (Craig & Hardy, 1996, p. 19; Tallerico, et al., 1994, p. 

444). Some boards of education aren’t concerned about equity and educating the total 

population (Tallerico et al, 1994, p. 444). Mountford & Brunner (2001) discovered 

school board members often seek the position for personal reasons including but not 

limited to, “interests related to their own children, ego needs, a need to belong, prestige, 
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a need for formal power, contention with existing leadership, and/or political 

advancement” (Mountford & Brunner, 2001, p. 135). These personal and political 

agendas also factor into the departure of some superintendents from their school 

districts. According to the 2000 Study of the American School Superintendency, an 

average of 14.6 percent of superintendents leaving districts of all sizes left due to 

conflict with board members (Glass, Bjork & Brunner, 2000, p. 71).     

School boards are only one source of political pressure for the superintendent. 

Additionally, movement toward shared power in decision-making has expanded the 

political arena to include teachers, parents, community members, and even students. 

Site-based management, increased teacher empowerment, and increased community 

involvement have resulted in an increasingly complex decision-making structure and 

significant challenges to the superintendent’s authority and leadership (Castallo, 2003, 

p. 20). Negotiating relationships with a growing number of special interest groups, in 

addition to other responsibilities and expectations, can be daunting. The question 

becomes, why would women, or even men, choose to aspire to such a demanding 

position? History has shown that women have aspired and still do. In the next section, 

the history of women in the superintendency is examined.  

Women and the Superintendency: An Historical Perspective 

Women are destined to rule the schools of every city. I look for a 

majority of big cities to follow the lead of Chicago in choosing a woman 

for superintendent. In the near future, we will have more women than 

men in executive charge of the vast educational system. It is a woman’s 

natural field, and she is no longer satisfied to do the greatest part of the 
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work and yet be denied leadership. (Ella Flagg Young, quoted in 1909 in 

The Western Journal of Education article, “The Highest Salaried Woman 

in the World,” after her appointment as the first woman superintendent 

of the Chicago public schools.) (Blount, 1998, p. 1). 

Ella Flagg Young’s optimistic vision of women’s expanding role in the public 

school system was never fully realized. Ninety years have passed, and women still hold 

only 18 percent of the highest public school leadership positions (Brunner & Grogan, 

2007, p.5). Men are 40 times more likely to advance from teaching to the top 

educational leadership positions than women (Skrla et al., 2000, p. 46). According to 

the U.S. Census Bureau data, the superintendency is the most male-dominated executive 

position of any profession in the United States (Bjork, 2000, p. 8). 

There was a time when Young’s vision did not seem out of reach. Hansot and 

Tyack (1981) refer to the years 1900-1930 as the golden age for women in school 

administration. In reality, although there were more women in administrative positions, 

they primarily occupied the less desirable elementary school principalships, and county 

and state superintendencies. These positions held less stature, rarely served as stepping-

stones to preferred positions, and paid considerably less than the secondary 

principalship and city superintendencies (Tyack & Hansot, 1982, p. 188). During this 

“golden” period women only made modest gains into the “lower strata of the upper 

crust” (Shakeshaft, 1989, p. 34). Table 2.1 (p. 36) details the number of women 

superintendents in state, intermediate and local school districts from 1910 through 1998. 

The number of women in superintendencies increased modestly through 1930 and then 

went into decline until 1970 when numbers began to increase again. 
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Table 2.1 Women Superintendents in State, Intermediate and Local School Districts, 

1910-1998  
Year 1910 1930 1950 1970 1990 2003* 
Note: n = number 

n  of 
women 
/ total n 

732/ 
8,184 

959/ 
8,733 

808/ 
8,908 

440/ 
13,035 

633/12,801  

Percentage 
of total n 

8.94% 10.98% 9.07% 3.38% 4.94% 18% 

(Blount, 1998, p. 181)   *Data for 2003 taken from Brunner and Grogan (2007, p. 5) 

 Following the 1940s, women exited the field of school administration as men 

returned from war. With support from the GI bill, which provided retraining in order to 

provide a smoother reentry of these men into society, many men pursued retraining 

teaching and educational administration. During subsequent military conflicts, men also 

chose the education profession as a means of avoiding the draft as these were protected 

positions (Blount, 1998, p. 117). The practice of sex-based discrimination and preferred 

placement of men over women into administrative positions continued into the 1960s.  

 Federal legislation aimed at achieving sex equity in the United States, resulted in 

significant changes. Gupton and Slick (1996) wrote, “Old habits and time-honored 

gender roles are nebulous and stubbornly resistant to change throughout a society” (p. 

xi). The writers contended that legislative intervention needs to continue until evidence, 

through hard data, suggests that legislative oversight is no longer necessary. Initially, 

attention to sex-biased hiring practices accompanied awareness of racial discrimination 

during the Civil Rights Movement. The passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 and 

Title VII addressed women’s employment rights and allowed women the opportunity to 

file grievances for gender-based job discrimination. Nevertheless, discrimination 
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continued because of loopholes in legislation and the reluctance of the Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to enforce compliance with the acts.  

In 1972, Congress added Title IX to the Civil Rights Act and provided even 

greater assurance of protection from sex-based discrimination. In addition to this new 

language, Title IX assessed financial penalties to institutions in noncompliance. Federal 

funding could be withheld from institutions found to be in violation of Title IX 

requirements. The Women’s Educational Equity Act of 1974 followed Title IX. Federal 

funds were designated for the purpose of researching and correcting sex-based 

inequalities in the nation’s education system (Grogan, 1999, p. 14; Shakeshaft, 1989, 

pp. 142-143).  

In spite of landmark legislation to equalize opportunity, women’s representation 

in the superintendency has significantly lagged behind that of men. Women’s 

representation in educational administration literature has also been slow to develop. 

Although a plethora of leadership and leadership preparation texts exist, very few of 

them focus solely on women as leaders. The vast majority of texts are written from a 

white, male experience. Overall, educational administration is a discourse that has been 

shaped from the experience of men (Grogan, 1999, p. 526). Up until the late 20th 

century the traditional discourse of family and work included women as homemakers, 

supporting husbands employed outside the home. Women’s positions as homemakers 

and caregivers freed men to spend a largely unlimited amount of time and energy 

building careers unfettered by household responsibilities and child rearing. Men in the 

school superintendency were able to focus solely on the business of running the district. 

Educational administration, particularly the superintendency, remains a traditionally 
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male-identified educational domain (Blount, 1998, p. 2). The remaining sections of the 

literature review focus on facets of the conceptual model, adapted from Farmer (1985), 

and explores the background, personal, and environmental influences on motivation for 

women central office administrators.  

Background Influences on Motivation 

In this section, areas of background influence explored in the literature include 

gender identity, race, age, and marital status. The literature was also examined for 

influences of school district size and location as well as years of teaching and 

administrative experience on motivation. Little of relevance was found on district size 

and experience and are not included in the literature review. 

Gender Identity 

The problem of access is organizational in nature but is rooted in deeply 

ingrained gender bias and attitudes. Sex-role stereotyping and sex-role socialization 

reduce the probability that women will seek leadership positions, and that organizations 

will be receptive to those who do (Adkison, 1981, p. 314). Sex-role stereotypes have a 

“strong and pervasive influence throughout all of our lives” and the negative aspect of 

this influence is that “they constitute barriers to the development of individuals to their 

full potential in all areas of adult life” (Schau & Tittle, 1985, p. 88). Gender schemas 

are developed from childhood (Valian, 2000, p. 2). How an individual is perceived is 

directly related to others’ personal experiences with the group to which that individual 

belongs. These beliefs are usually “nonconscious” and unacknowledged but influence 

the fairness to which individuals are judged (Valian, 2000, p. 3). These beliefs, as they 

relate to women, have been detrimental to their progress in achieving equality to men. 
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The most important consequence of sex role stereotyping is that “men are 

consistently overrated, while women are underrated” (Valian, 2000, p. 2). In addition, 

“whatever emphasizes a man’s gender gives him a small advantage, a plus mark, and 

whatever accentuates a woman’s gender results in a small loss for her, a minus mark” 

(Valian, 2000, p. 2). The ensuing gender bias resulting from sex-role stereotyping deters 

women from seeking positions of leadership and also deters those in power from 

advancing women to such positions. Lougheed (2000) conducted a study of the 

prevailing attitudes of men and women toward women leaders. She concluded that even 

though men and women believe that women can be successful leaders, questions remain 

whether or not women should be selected as leaders (p. 6). Reluctance on the part of 

organization gatekeepers to hire women in positions of power is largely due to 

gatekeepers’ sex-role stereotypes.  

The superintendency is a position in which decisiveness is valued. However, 

decisive women superintendents are criticized due to sex-role stereotypes (Skrla et al., 

2000, p. 60; Vail, 1999, p. 22). Women superintendents often find themselves at odds 

with their constituency when employing a particular leadership style. Whether applying 

feminine or masculine leadership styles, women encounter criticism. This type of 

sexism requires that “women more than men must walk a tightrope of conflicting 

expectations” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 347). Beardsley (1977) reported, “Traits that 

can be possessed by both sexes are often appraised differently in males and females” (p. 

118). This conundrum is also referred to as the “double bind” (Jamieson, 1995, p. 5).  

This double yardstick of gender appropriateness and managerial effectiveness 

often leaves women in an unbreakable, untenable double bind. Women, who 
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attempt to fit themselves into a managerial role by acting like men, are forced to 

behave in a sexually dissonant way. They risk being characterized as ‘too 

aggressive,’ or worse, just plain ‘bitchy’. Yet women—who act like ladies, 

speak indirectly and show concern for others—risk being seen as ‘ineffective’ 

(Nichols, 1993, p. 60). 

This contradiction implies that women cannot be successful leaders. The double 

standard influences women to adjust their behaviors to fit the perceptions of others who 

view them as not being normal. Skrla, Reyes, and Scheurich (2000) conducted a study 

in which three women participants identified the impossibility of being seen as strong 

and competent while also maintaining the expected feminine demeanor (p. 60). One 

participant described the situation in the following terms: 

It’s that old description—if a man goes after it a hundred percent, he’s 

aggressive; if a woman goes after it a hundred percent, she’s whatever the 

term is. If a man is demanding and unpredictable in his moods, he’s 

something positive, but if a woman does it she’s a bitch. And so I think 

that the kind of thing that happens gets to be a real problem; no matter 

what you do as a woman, it’s going to be wrong. If you stand up and say, 

‘This is it. This has to end. This is absolute,’ then you are a witch. If you 

try to build consensus, then you haven’t got the backbone and the guts and 

the knowledge to lead. So you get really caught. (Skrla et al, 2000, p. 60) 

As women negotiate the male-dominated field of educational administration 

they develop coping mechanisms for dealing with the inherent discrimination. Women 

educational administrators make adjustments as they attempt to define their identity by 
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employing management techniques—denial and retreat, anger and rebellion, and 

passing (Marshall, 1985, p. 132). These management techniques were first presented in 

Goffman’s (1963) Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity which 

contended that people who deviate from societal norms develop coping techniques that 

result in their acceptance or rejection by the norm holders (pp. 102-103). Women in the 

male dominated world of educational administration are stigmatized by the fact they 

neither fit the definition of a “normal” women nor a “normal” school administrator (p. 

132). Marshall’s (1985) three management techniques are used as an “attempt to 

achieve an appropriate identity for a career in which they are often viewed as deviating 

from societal expectations” (p. 132). Women entering the male-dominated field of 

educational administration make adjustments in order to move up the career hierarchy.  

The first management technique—denial and retreat—is associated with 

women’s lack of aspiration to pursue the superintendency as they modify their 

aspirations rather than accept marginal status. By remaining in culturally defined roles 

(lower positions), they avoid the acquisition of stigma (Marshall, 1985, p. 139). Women 

also avoid stigma by delaying their career aspirations until their children are grown. 

One such woman shared that she declined “leadership roles in organizations because of 

all the pressure at work and home” (Marshall, 1985, p. 141). The administrative norm 

requires long hours and often demands total commitment to the work which conflicts 

with women’s roles; women are less likely to have spouses, children and community 

associates who tolerate, support, and reward them for immersing themselves in their 

careers”(Marshall, 1985, p. 133). 

Women who persevere and obtain leadership positions in spite of discrimination 
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and bias are often reluctant to discuss issues of gender bias and discrimination (Beekley, 

1999, p. 162). In Skrla, Reyes and Scheurich’s 2000 study of women exiting the 

superintendency, the participants described silence on the issue of gender throughout 

their administrative training. The discomfort women felt while discussing gender issues 

has been attributed by researchers (Chase, 1995; Marshall, 1993; Schmuck and 

Schubert, 1995; Skrla et al., 2000) to lessons women learn from the male-constructed 

culture of the superintendency. Women often see their experiences as individual and do 

not acknowledge that gender discrimination exists in the public school system. This 

problem has been identified as the “myth of neutrality” which supports women’s silence 

on the issues (Skrla et al., 2000, p 49). In educational administration “women learn to 

be silent about gender-based stereotyping and exclusion as they become socialized,” 

and are “taught to keep quiet and avoid embarrassing confrontations and situations that 

emanate from being different” (Marshall, 1993, pp. 172-173). In the next section, the 

influence of race on achievement motivation is explored. 

Race 

 Achievement has been traditionally defined in the literature as success in 

academic and vocational arenas (e.g., high grades or test scores or prestigious 

occupational attainment). This conception of achievement has also been criticized, 

however, for being centered in White, male, middle-class standards of excellence and 

therefore not necessarily representative of the experiences of women or persons of 

ethnic or racial minority status (Fassinger & Richie, 1994, p. 191). 

The literature regarding race and motivation has provided researchers a conduit 

through which the validity and importance of race and motivation research is shared, 
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discussed, and debated (Azibo, 1988; Cooper & Dorr, 1995; Cooper & Tom, 1984; 

Fassinger & Richie, 1994; Graham, 1994, 1995; McClelland, 1961; Mussen, 1953; 

Rosen, 1959; Turner, 1972). The most extensive examination of race and achievement 

motivation research and literature was conducted by S. Graham (1994) in Motivation in 

Education. Graham (1994) examined an extensive number of research abstracts in the 

areas of psychology, sociology, and education. This search “uncovered a wealth of 

material representing a full spectrum of motivational domains, populations, and 

publication types” (Graham, 1994, p. 58).  

In order to manage the scope of the undertaking, Graham isolated his attention 

to studies involving achievement motivation which included nearly 140 research 

studies. Graham further divided her analysis into five distinct subject areas in order to 

facilitate the analysis within isolated subcategories. The five subcategories formed 

were: need for achievement; locus of control; causal attributions for success or failure; 

expectancy for success; and ability self-concept (Graham, 1994, p. 58). Results of the 

analysis were inconclusive as research included situations in which blacks possessed 

more achievement motivation than whites, other studies concluded that whites had more 

achievement motivation than blacks, and others revealed no significant difference 

between the races. Critics of race-based research conducted between the 1950s and the 

1990s contend that the majority of research studies have been comparative in nature; 

one race compared to another without consideration of the variables within each racial 

group. In particular, research studies have not taken socio-economic status into account 

and its impact on achievement motivation. In the next section, the influence of age on 

motivation is explored. 
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Age 

Much of what is known about women’s personal and professional stages of 

development rose from research interpreted from a male construct. For a deeper 

understanding of women’s development and achievement motivation, researchers in the 

1980s and 1990s developed relational models to explain how women interact with 

others, negotiate, problem solve, and exercise power (Belenky et al, 1986; Enns, 1991; 

Gilligan, 1982; Josselson, 1987; Kaplan & Surrey, 1984). These relational models 

offered a new way to conceptualize and understand the stages of women’s career 

development (Crozier, 1999, p. 231). Although much of the research is ten to twenty 

years old it is still relevant to the conversation about women and achievement 

motivation. 

 Gilligan’s (1982) stages of female identity formation offered a developmental 

perspective of women’s career stages. The first stage of a young woman’s development 

is oriented toward self-interest and individual survival as she negotiates and develops 

her own identity separate from her mother/mother figure (pp. 7-8).  Young women are 

positively reinforced when they display nurturing and passive behaviors. Aggression 

and perceived selfishness are treated negatively. As a result, young women seek to 

behave in a manner consistent with an ethic of care (Noddings, 1984), focusing on the 

needs of others and defining themselves in relation to serving others (Gilligan, 1982, p. 

160). Self-sacrifice is deemed a positive attribute and young women navigate toward 

stereotypical female occupations. Adolescent females view their future prospects in 

light of the home and family situations they, and others, envision for them (Eccles, 

1987).  
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As women age and enter the next stage of development they develop a sense of 

their own needs and seek fulfillment. Women at this stage may change career focus and 

attempt to define themselves separate from their spouse and children. This stage is often 

referred to as a mid-life crisis in which women seek to fulfill previously unmet needs 

and desires through a career change or a return to a career after an absence from the job 

market (Gilligan, 1982, pp. 82-83). In the final stage of women’s career development, 

women find balance between their own needs and the needs of others and realize the 

importance of their contributions relative to the contributions of others (Gilligan, 1982, 

p. 166). Throughout the stages of career development, women’s orientation is relational. 

Identity development and aspirations focus on family, friends, and others.  In the next 

section, the influence of marriage on achievement motivation is considered. For the 

purposes of this study, the definition of marital status includes non-traditional 

committed relationships. 

Marital Status 

 Within this section on marital status and motivation, the effects of childbearing 

and rearing are also considered, as marriage and childbearing often occur in 

simultaneously. This section begins with an examination of traditional male career-

norms for the superintendency and how women’s biological cycle directly conflicts 

with these norms. The section concludes with an examination of how couples cope with 

the demands placed on a dual-earner household. 

 The career norm for men in the superintendency includes movement up the 

career ladder in their late twenties to early thirties. This age norm is in direct conflict 

with women’s biological cycle. If women were expected to follow the same norm, in 
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the absence of a supportive partner, they would either need to sacrifice childbearing for 

career advancement or suffer role conflict and overload (Marshall, 1985, p. 133). 

Traditionally, women are less likely to have a family system that supports their total 

immersion in their work (Grogan, 1999, p. 526). Childbearing and rearing have 

presented challenges and disadvantages to women as they have aspired to positions in 

educational administration. As women devote time and energy to the raising of children, 

often taking maternity leaves, their male counterparts are proving their administrative 

abilities uninterrupted. Rosener’s 1990 leadership study for the International Women’s 

Forum produced speculation that women pursuing leadership positions were forced to 

sacrifice more in their personal lives than men (Zanville, 2001, p. 5). Women also faced 

greater obstacles with less support than their male counterparts. While nearly one-third 

of the women had interrupted their career for childbearing, practically none of the men 

did (Zanville, 2001, p. 5). Maienza’s (1986) study of access characteristics for men and 

women, offered the hypothesis that variables, such as interrupted participation in the 

labor market, marital status, and family status alter the time frame of women’s career 

paths (p. 67). Although access generally followed the same paths regardless of gender, 

women’s paths have a less steep incline than men’s. Women remain longer on certain 

steps and occupy more steps on the career ladder during a lifetime than men (Maienza, 

1986, p. 75). Another influence affecting women’s access to the superintendency is 

mobility. 

Women aspiring to educational administration find another source of conflict—

mobility. Limited numbers of positions in a geographical area require an applicant’s 

willingness to relocate. Women in dual career households and women with children are 
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not always willing or able to relocate (Craig & Hardy, 1996, p. 21; Grogan, 1999, p. 

527; Johnson, 1995, p. 34). Women often make career adjustment based on what it best 

for their families, not necessarily what is best for their careers. These adjustments alter 

the career path of women aspiring to the superintendency. 

The identification of women’s career adjustments, in a field sorely in need of 

women leaders, raises questions regarding the barriers for women in education 

leadership. Marshall (1985) proposed that, “we need to ask which requirements and 

expectations are male-normed and create barriers for women and which are bona fide 

occupational requirements” (p. 149). Men would also benefit from exploring how these 

norms affect their own development. While women suffer disadvantages in their careers 

by the norm supporting separation between work and home, men also experience 

disadvantages in their personal and family lives in terms of lost time spent with family 

and friends, in order to pursue their careers.  

As couples work together to define what constitutes mutually fulfilling work and 

home situations, strategies are utilized to strike a balance between the two domains. A 

study conducted by Becker and Moen (1999) examined how more than 100 middle-

class dual-earner couples in upstate New York balanced family and career commitments 

by employing scaling back strategies. The research study entailed in-depth interviews 

with more than 100 people and identified three primary scaling back strategies. The 

three work-family strategies were identified as placing limits, job vs. career, and trading 

off strategies (Becker & Moen, 1999, p. 998).  

The first strategy, “placing limits”, was defined as limiting the encroachment of 

work on family time by turning down additional work or overtime, limiting travel, 
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turning down relocation opportunities. This is a strategy employed by both husbands 

and wives but particularly wives after the birth of a first child (Becker & Moen, 1999, p. 

999). The second strategy used by couples was defined as the “job vs. career” strategy. 

One member of the relationship has a career and the other person has a job. The 

individual with the job is the one primarily responsible for the home and is the primary 

caregiver of the children. This person will often move to accommodate the career of the 

spouse and reduce work hours to respond to household demands (Becker & Moen, 

1999, p. 1001). This was the strategy most often used prior to the women’s movement 

in which the man would pursue the career and the woman would hold the job. The third 

strategy was defined as “trading off” and is more egalitarian than the previous two 

strategies. This strategy entails partners trading positions as primary breadwinner or 

caregiver throughout their life stages. As circumstances demand, one partner may 

change careers in order to accommodate the increasing demands on the career of the 

other individual. In these cases, relationships, careers, and home responsibilities evolve 

and each partner contributes to the household as they are able and power is shared. This 

situation may be more common than earlier research has indicated (Craig & Hardy, 

1996; Grogan, 1999; Johnson, 1995; Marshall, 1985).  

According to Brunner and Grogan’s (2007) analysis of the data from the AASA 

Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office Administrators, found little 

difference between percentages of women in the study who have no children (18.4% of 

aspirants; 26.5% of non-aspirants; 23.8% of superintendents) and the general population 

(19%) (U.S. Census Bureau as cited in Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. 68). In fact, the 

percentage of aspiring women with children between the ages of 0 and 15 is higher 
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across the board than non-aspiring women. In the following section, personal influences 

on motivation are explored. In particular, women’s cooperative and competitive 

achievement styles are examined through the context of power, i.e., how they make 

decisions and get things done. The literature cited in the next section supports this 

study’s conceptual framework, especially in the examination of women’s conceptions 

of power. 

Personal Influences on Motivation 

Women seek to create their own path in spite of the social norms dictated by 

society. According to Cialdini & Trost (1998), social norms “are standards that are 

understood by members of a group, and that guide or constrain behavior without the 

force of law”. These norms are “descriptive” and “injunctive” (p. 151). Descriptive 

social norms define beliefs about what other people do and injunctive social norms 

define what other people think ought to be done (Cialdini & Trost, 1998, p. 151). These 

norms are powerful influences on behavior. In this section, women’s conceptions of 

power are explored in order to expand understanding of how these conceptions 

influence motivation. 

Women’s Approach to Power 

In American society, money and power are closely associated. Employment is 

an exchange relationship between an individual and an organization in which 

compensation (salary and benefits) is given to an employee for work performed on an 

employer’s behalf (Young, 1999, p. 379). Reason would suggest that women, who have 

been identified as taking on greater proportions of work with less help, would receive 

more compensation but research indicates this is not the case (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, 



   50 

 

p. 133). Women receive less pay than their male counterparts for equal work and 

investigators have speculated that they are also less sensitive than men about gender-

based pay discrimination (Young, 1999, p. 380). Women are also reluctant to negotiate, 

especially salary. “Women are often underpaid and undervalued and leave their decision 

regarding their monetary worth to their employer, not themselves. It is not that they do 

not value their own work; it is because they do not want to create potential conflict with 

those that employ them” (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 134).  

Women’s inclination towards social goals also explains why they are also more 

likely to enter fields such as teaching and nursing, both of which typically pay less than 

male-dominated professions (Grogan & Brunner, 2007, p. 39; Roberts & Robins, 2000, 

p. 1293). Wolverton’s (1999) study of female superintendents in Washington State 

proposed that women are disproportionately chosen for leadership positions in districts 

in less desirable locations, with fewer support staff, and for lower pay than men. 

Women also often serve simultaneously in more than one position— 

principal/superintendent, teacher/principal—at salaries below the state average 

(Wolverton, 1999, p. 3). Negotiating and assertiveness seemingly conflict with 

women’s collaborative approach to power. 

  Women have found several aspects of power particularly troublesome, 

including the belief that women’s use of “self-determined power” is equivalent to 

selfishness, destructiveness, and is difficult to reconcile with feminine identity—the 

model of unselfishness and creation (Miller, 1992, p. 247). The feminine concept of 

power differs considerably from traditional sex roles and social stereotypes (Brunner & 

Grogan, 2007, p. 39; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 67). Brunner’s (1995) case study of a 



   51 

 

woman school superintendent reaffirmed that women and men describe power 

differently. The feminine conception of power is “power-to” where as the masculine 

conception is “power-over” others (Brunner, 1995, p. 24). Collaboration, consensus 

building, and inclusion are characteristic of women’s conceptions of power (Brunner, 

1995, 1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 2000b, 2002b; Brunner & Schumaker, 1998; Dana & 

Bourisaw, 2006; Helgesen, 1990, Shakeshaft, 1993) and have been described as an 

“ethic of care” (Noddings, 1984; McCall, 1995; Brunner, 1998b). 

Gilligan’s (1982) research on women found “evidence that women perceive and 

construe social reality differently from men” and that “women’s sense of integrity 

appears to be entwined in an ethic of care” (p. 171). “The meaning of power differs 

between men and women” (Shakeshaft, 1989, p. 206). Research has indicated that 

relationships are “central to all actions for women administrators, teaching and learning 

are the major focuses for women, and that building community is central to a woman’s 

administrative style” (Shakeshaft, 1993, p. 99). Recent leadership trends support 

women’s ways of leading and “reflect a shift in focus from a leader-dominated view to 

a broader one of follower involvement in expanding power” (Hollander & Offermann, 

1990, p. 179). This shared power conception is also apparent in the way women define 

and prioritize tasks. In educational settings, women superintendents and principals tend 

to spend more time than men during the school day interacting with teachers and 

students. Women also spend more time discussing academic content with teachers 

outside the school day (Shakeshaft, 1989, p. 171). These feminine conceptions of power 

are becoming more common in educational leadership training emphasizing the 

administrator as instructional leader and champion of social justice (Murphy, 2002, p. 
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177).  

 Feminine attributes have been identified in business as well as education. A 

great deal of educational administration theory is rooted in traditional business 

management techniques and beliefs about power and leadership. How women negotiate 

power in business settings can inform and lead to deeper understanding of how women 

negotiate power in educational administration. Some women have found the 

competitive ethic in business difficult. Women typically have a “relational awareness” 

that includes attentiveness to self and others, whereas men grow up with the “single 

voiced discourse” of self-interest (Jordan, 1999, p. 3). Women also employ what has 

been called “anticipatory empathy”, acting with an awareness and concern for how their 

feelings and actions affect other people Jordan, 1999, p. 3).  

 Differences between the ways men and women lead have been referred to in 

business as transactional and transformational. Men are more likely to describe 

themselves as transactional in that they view their role as a series of transactions with 

subordinates, rewarding and punishing performance. Women tend to describe their roles 

as transformational in that they work to assist subordinates in turning self-interest into 

concern for the group (Rosener, 1990, p. 4). This shared power ethic is described in 

Helgesen’s (1990) study of women business leaders. 

Helgesen (1990) studied four women in both nonprofit and for profit 

organizations; each identified as highly successful in her field, and found each had 

characteristics supportive of relational leadership.  Anita Roddick, founder of The Body 

Shop cosmetics chain, described the feminine principles she uses to guide her company. 

The principles include: 1) “caring, making intuitive decisions, not getting hung up on 
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hierarchy or all those dreadfully boring business-school management ideas”; 2) “having 

a sense of work being a part of your life, not separate from it”; 3) “putting your labor 

where your love is, being responsible to the world in how you use your profits”; and 4) 

“recognizing the bottom line should stay the bottom” (Helgesen, 1990, p. 5). The other 

three women shared similar beliefs and each saw her role in the organization or 

company as central rather than at the top. The women supported two-way 

communication and sharing, and saw their role as a teacher as well as manager.  

Reagan and Brooks (1995) studied relational leadership in the education setting 

and identified five feminist attributes that can guide both women and men in 

formulating their leadership approaches. The attributes are described as collaboration, 

caring, courage, intuition, and vision. Collaboration is “the ability to work in a group, 

eliciting and offering support to each member, creating a synergistic environment for 

everyone" (Reagan & Brooks, 1995, p. 26). Connectedness is woven into the classroom 

environment. Students are often referred to as "my kids" and this language reflects their 

value of connectedness. The most successful administrators are those teachers that 

move into administration and carry on with collaborative interaction with staff and 

students (Reagan & Brooks, 1995, p. 26). Caring involves “the development of an 

affinity for the world and the people in it, translating moral commitment to action on 

behalf of others" (Reagan & Brooks, 1995, p. 27). Care is central to education as 

education is a project taken on the behalf of others. Courage is a principle that allows 

for "the capacity to move ahead into the unknown, testing new ideas in world practice" 

(Reagan & Brooks, 1995, p. 29). The top of the educational pyramid has traditionally 

been occupied by males. Women entering this male-dominated domain are faced with 
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difficult tasks and new situations requiring an element of courage. Intuition allows us to 

see what is important but lying below what is apparent and logical. Intuition is a word 

professional women have hesitated to use because it has been conventionally used to 

describe an attribute solely possessed by women as in “women’s intuition” (Reagan & 

Brooks, 1995, p. 33). Vision is the "ability to formulate and express original ideas, 

enabling others to consider options in new and different ways" (Reagan & Brooks, 

1995, p. 36). Vision has long been described as an attribute associated with male-

dominated leadership. The attributes of vision and intuition work in conjunction in 

women’s ways of leading (Reagan & Brooks, 1995, p. 37). Because women’s ways of 

leading and managing are often viewed as incompetent or dismissed as being too “soft”, 

women build networks and formulate alliances for support (Marshall, 1985, p. 131). In 

the next section, environmental influences on motivation are examined and form the 

third element of this study’s conceptual framework.  

Environmental Influences on Motivation 

 This section explores the variety of ways environment can affect women’s 

access to the superintendency.  The three areas of environmental influence include 

support in the school organization, support in the community and support in the home. 

Within the school organization, pathways, gatekeepers, and role models and mentoring 

are explored. Support within the community includes organizational networks and role 

models and mentoring. Within the home the support of family is important and is 

included within the section role models and mentoring. Role models and mentors can be 

found throughout a woman’s life stages and in a number of environments and so 

encompass all areas on environmental influence. 
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A woman’s level of aspiration and qualifications does not guarantee equity in 

the hiring process. Established structural and social norms work against other 

supportive characteristics. “All else being equal, a woman’s predicted probability of 

becoming a school administrator generally remained below that for comparable men” 

(Riehl & Byrd, 1997, p. 60). The following subsections further explore environmental 

factors through the form of support systems that impact women’s access and aspiration 

to the superintendency: 1) Pathways—the route women take to the superintendency; 2) 

Gatekeepers—those that determine access to opportunities; 3) Role Models and 

Mentoring—those that support and encourage aspiration; and 4) Organizational 

Networks—make resources available to support for women’s aspiration. Support in the 

home was previously discussed under background influences and does not appear in this 

section.  

Pathways 

Succession to the superintendency is funneled through social structures referred 

to as the pipeline, sponsored mobility, or networking (Ortiz, 2000, p. 559). The pipeline 

is the structure through which people work their way up the ranks from teacher to site 

administrator to central office administrator and finally to the superintendency. 

Sponsored mobility is the term used when a senior administrator sponsors a junior 

administrator throughout the individual’s career. This method is most excluding of 

women and minorities as the male-dominant hierarchy tend to sponsor individuals like 

themselves. Even so, there has been recent research on the value of male sponsorship 

and mentoring for women aspiring to educational administration. The third pathway, 

networking, is a system in which candidates actively develop networks among groups 
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that could lead to potential employment. Formal networks are an important aspect for 

women and minorities as they are not as likely to “build strong, informal job contact 

systems based on professional ties” (Hudson, 1994, p. 391-392).  

Even with formal networks and sponsors, a woman’s likelihood of success in 

obtaining the superintendency still lags behind her male peers. The selection process is 

fraught with discriminatory practices and gender bias. Gatekeepers, mainly school 

boards and search consultants, continue to place women at a disadvantage through 

blatant gender bias. In the next section, the role of gatekeepers in the superintendent 

selection process is presented. 

Gatekeepers 

The word gatekeeper is used to describe the role of those controlling access to a 

desired position. In the superintendent selection process, gatekeepers include school 

boards and search consultants. These individuals occupy a powerful position in their 

organizations as they interpret women’s actions and experiences, and influence whether 

or not women obtain desired positions or are granted interviews. Chase and Bell (1990) 

examined how gatekeepers talk about women in the superintendency, often reflecting 

the prevailing belief system, which in turn contributes to the lack of women in the 

highest levels of leadership (p. 163). They discovered that although gatekeepers were 

generally supportive of women in positions of power, they were ignorant of the existing 

structures that perpetuate male dominance (Chase & Bell, p. 174).  

School boards also influence access to the superintendency. One of the school 

board’s primary roles is superintendent selection and the demographic makeup of the 

board can influence that selection. The conceptual framework of group faultlines, 
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proposed by Lau and Murnighan (1998), may help explain this theory. Group faultlines 

are hypothetical dividing lines that split a group of people into subgroups based on one 

or more attributes (p. 325). These dividing attributes may be race, sex, or socio-

economic status. Divisions within school boards have often affected the outcome of 

hiring decisions and have influenced how candidates are chosen. School Boards that are 

largely homogeneous provide a challenge to the aspiring superintendent if the aspirant 

does not share the same characteristics with the board.  

Kalbus (2000) related the experiences of an Asian American female educator as 

she attempted to obtain a position as the county superintendent. She ultimately lost to a 

white male that was not as well qualified as she, after the board “deliberated for 7 

minutes” (p. 553). The makeup of the board was four white men, ages 50-70 and one 

white female in her 50s. The outgoing superintendent took the applicant aside and told 

her she did the best job. When she asked how it was possible that the board did not even 

pretend to consider her he replied, “You know the framed picture of the county 

superintendent that hangs on the wall in the board room? They could not see your face 

in the picture as superintendent” (Kalbus, 2000, p. 553). The board was not comfortable 

with the dissimilarities between the applicant and themselves. In order to change the 

hiring practices of women and minorities the “composition of the school boards must 

reflect diversity” (Kalbus, 2000, p. 555). At minimum, increasing school board 

members’ awareness of this bias could be helpful to aspiring women and minorities. 

 Racial and gender bias are cultural norms that serve to exclude women from the 

superintendency (Tallerico, 2000, p. 32). Superintendent candidates report being told 

that a particular district “isn’t ready for a woman” (Tallerico, 2000, p. 32). Other 
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examples school board members’ overt biases are: 1) board members complained that if 

a woman was hired, they wouldn’t be able to go out for the traditional post-board-

meeting drink; and 2) concerns that child care might interfere with the candidates ability 

to devote the expected amount of time to the superintendency (pp. 32-33). The findings 

suggest that barriers for women are about the prevailing attitudes and perceptions of 

those doing the hiring rather than the particular skills of the applicant.  

In 1978, the American Association of School Administrators (AASA) conducted 

a national survey of superintendents and school board presidents and published a report 

titled Attitudes toward women as school district administrators (Shepard, 1997, p. 114). 

The report documented the perceptions of the superintendents and school board 

members in three areas: the effectiveness of women in management, traditional female-

specific barriers to full-time employment, and personality characteristics deemed 

important to success in management (Shepard, 1997, p. 114). The research found 

differences in perceived employment characteristics of men and women by 

superintendents and school board presidents. Shepard (1997) replicated this study in 

1996. The same survey instrument was used in 1996 as was in 1978 (p. 114). Findings 

in 1996 indicated that although there was still perceived differences in characteristics by 

gender the number of differences have decreased. There has been a positive change in 

attitudes toward the employment of women in administrative positions. Areas of 

perceived women’s strength in this study were accuracy and precision, verbal ability, 

good detail at work, ability to get people to work together, social skills and tact, and 

creativity (Shepard, 1997, p. 121). Characteristics seen as detrimental to women 

included perceptions that family is more important than work and that women are very 
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emotional and would display these emotions inappropriately in the workplace (Shepard, 

1998, p. 3).  

How do school boards overcome personal biases and perceptions to level the 

playing field for women? One solution has been the hiring of “impartial” search 

consultants attempting to decrease school board bias and increase women’s 

advancement to the superintendency. In fact, the use of search consultants by school 

boards may or may not increase the likelihood that women and minorities will have 

greater access to positions in district leadership. Research has indicated that school 

boards have increased the use of search consultants to help them “find, attract, and 

select the district’s new school superintendent” (Tallerico, 2000, p. 18). Women and 

minorities’ success in obtaining desirable positions also depend upon school board 

limitations placed on the search consultants. In most cases, “organizations hire the 

gatekeepers and make the rules” (Tallerico, 2000, p. 20). School boards desire to work 

with search consultants that reflect their interests and promote their organizational 

culture. Search consultants can serve as an extension of the “old boy” network (Kamler 

& Shakeshaft, 1999, p. 51) and continue to perpetuate prevailing beliefs about women’s 

ability to perform as superintendent. The belief systems and perceptions of school 

boards and search consultants may be evolving, but women still face other factors that 

can make access to the superintendency difficult. In the next section, the impact of role 

models and mentoring in an attempt to counteract the obstacles to women’s aspiration is 

examined. 

Role Models and Mentoring 

A woman’s need for role models begins long before she aspires to the 
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superintendency, and even before she becomes a woman. Indeed, girls need support 

networks of strong women role models to teach them about their roles in society and 

what it means to be female. According to Reis (2002), girls and women experience a 

number of “internal barriers, personal priorities and decisions” (p. 14) whose emergence 

gives reason as to why they cannot achieve their potential. Beginning in childhood, girls 

begin to receive subtle messages through their interactions with others. They learn that 

ambition is synonymous with selfishness, and that selfishness is not feminine (p. 15). 

Girls need to hear a different set of messages if they are not to have their career paths 

limited and mentors can provide these messages. 

Mentors are comprised of a wide variety of individuals and do not always need 

to have a formal structure. Informal mentoring is also effective in supporting aspiration 

and achievement motivation. According to DeTrude and Stanfield (2000), there are 

influential women who have overcome great personal difficulties and have succeeded 

despite the odds partly due to an informal support network of friends and family. These 

women have risen above their circumstances and are described as being resilient and 

bearing a strong sense of self-esteem. Maya Angelou, Sandra Day O’Connor, and Sally 

Ride are three women described in the DeTrude study who were able to cope with 

personal tragedy and succeed in spite of the odds and were encouraged by an important 

family member or friend to do something they loved (DeTrude, 2000, pp. 2-4). 

Experiencing success increased their self-esteem and led to future successes. Research 

on the family’s influence women’s future success is also supported by Gandara’s study 

of Mexican-American women (Gandara, 1982, pp. 167-179). Gandara interviewed 17 

Mexican-American women from lower socioeconomic backgrounds who later achieved 
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advanced degrees. The common thread among all the participants was a strong family 

support system, a strong family work ethic, non-authoritarian styles of parenting, and 

equal treatment for boys and girls (Gandara, 1982, p. 172).  

In addition the family’s support, mentors are helpful to women seeking 

administrative positions in education (Whitaker & Lane, 1990, p. 14). The prevailing 

literature on leadership preparation agrees that mentoring is crucial to the development 

of leadership skills and vital to career advancement (Brunner, 2002a; Calder, 2002; 

Craig & Hardy, 1996; DeTrude & Stanfield, 2000; Gardiner et al., 2000; Grogan, 1999 

Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Kowalski & Stouder, 1999; LePage-Lees, 1998; Logan, 

1998; McIntosh, 1984; Ortiz, 2001; Reis, 2002; Spencer & Kochan, 2000; Tripses, 

2004; Wesson, 1998; Whitaker & Lane, 1990; Zanville, 2001). “Superintendents 

typically mentor colleagues by serving as role models, sharing information, providing 

feedback, offering insights, and helping to guide reflective practice” (Bjork et al., 2005, 

p. 95).The lack of role models and mentors for women provides a challenge and has 

long been identified as an obstacle to women aspiring to leadership roles (Edson, 1988; 

Gardiner et al, 2000; Grambs, 1976). Grambs (1976) reported that the lack of females in 

administrative roles has contributed to the stereotype that men are better at 

administration (p. 297). This stereotype narrows women’s career options by negatively 

affecting the perspective of those responsible for hiring (Edson, 1988, p. 61).  

McIntosh (1984) maintains that mentoring helps individuals overcome the 

“imposter syndrome”. This syndrome is described as a state of feeling fraudulent or 

incompetent in ones actions or position (McIntosh, 1984, p. 2). Women have been told 

throughout history what positions are appropriate for their gender. Few women have 
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access to role models in leadership positions, and as a result, have felt incompetent in 

the role of leader. Mentors serve the role of helping women overcome feelings of 

illegitimacy and create a “feeling of competence and of being sponsored and 

encouraged in high places by those who ‘ought to know’ our worth” (McIntosh, 1984, 

p. 5). Mentoring should not end when the aspirant achieves a position in administration 

but should continue in order to support the success and advancement of those in 

administration (Logan, 1998, p. 5).  

With few women in the role of superintendent, role models and mentors are in 

short supply, yet mentoring along with aspiration and talent is identified as critical for 

those aspiring to the superintendency (Gardiner et al, 2000, p. 5). In the absence of 

women in the superintendency, women have been increasingly turned to men for 

mentoring. These relationships have their advantages and also hazards. The advantages 

have included having an “in” in the good old boy network (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 

190). Brunner & Grogan (2007) found that 24 percent of women aspiring to the 

superintendency had both women and men mentors where as only 12.4 percent of non-

aspiring women had both. If women choose a male mentor they need to be advised that 

it is “unwise to associate with the good old boy network if the good old boys have the 

power to damage your dignity, intelligence, stature, and credibility (Dana & Bourisaw, 

2006, p. 190). Women can avoid some of this risk by setting ground rules from the very 

start. They do so by “initiating conversation; changing the subject when some untoward 

discussion is initiated; making sure they can actively participate in discussing current 

athletic events, human interest events reported in the media, and creative ideas; 

congratulating follow superintendents on achievements; and asking about family or 
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other topics of interest, such as travel” (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 191). 

Whether the mentor is male or female, the benefit of having a mentor is well 

documented (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 191) and outweighs the disadvantage of not. A 

compelling visual supporting mentoring in adult stages of learning was presented by 

Bjork & Keedy (2001) in Changing social context of education in the United States: 

Social justice and the superintendency (p. 410). It presents the correlation between adult 

learning stages, the stages of mentoring, and the success of skill transfer to work 

situations and is shown in Table 2.2 (p. 63). The addition of mentoring in the stage of 

reflecting on actions increased skill transfer from 25 percent to 90 percent (p. 410). In 

the next section, support provided in formal organizational networks is examined. These 

networks include governmental agencies and professional organizations. 

Table 2.2 Stages of Learning, Mentoring, and Skill Transfer 
SOURCE: Bjork, L.G. & Keedy, J., (2001), p. 410 
Stages of Adult Learning Stages of Mentoring Skill Transfer to 

Work  Situations 
Abstract Learning Theory 5% 

Proposing Application of 
Ideas 

Theory and Practice 10% 

Observing Practice 
Gaining Work Experience 

Theory, Practice, and 
Demonstration 

20% 

Obtaining Feedback Theory, Practice, 
Demonstration, and 
Feedback 

25% 

Reflecting on Actions Theory, Practice, 
Demonstration, Feedback, 
and Mentoring 

90% 

 

Organizational Networks 

Governmental agencies and professional organizations can support women 
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aspiring to the superintendency by establishing networks and structures previously 

identified as successful (Ortiz, 2001). Women’s support organizations should serve 

women at each stage of their careers from initial employment through top-level 

leadership positions (Irby & Brown, 1995, p. 36). Women’s need for support changes 

throughout their careers and support organizations need to assess these needs in order to 

adapt. 

Support networks find their roots in Durkheim’s notion of social solidarity. 

Durkheim (1965) argued that structural relationships between individuals hold society 

together (pp. 465-466). Research conducted on social capital reveals how trust, 

cooperation, and collective action develop through personal relationships and networks 

(Adler & Kwon, 2002; Field, 2008; Halpern, 2005; Lin, 2001). Communities with high 

levels of social capital are healthier and have greater survival rates (Ortiz, 2001, p. 60). 

Irby and Brown (1998) conducted a survey of American Association of School 

Administrators (AASA) organizations at the state level to determine how many have 

women’s affiliates or subsidiary organizations and provide supportive activities for their 

members (p. 3). Of the 52 surveys sent, 100 percent were returned. It was determined 

that only nine of the organizations had any type of women’s affiliate or support group in 

place (p. 4). The researchers recommended more research on women’s administrative 

support organizations to determine whether they were meeting the needs of all its 

members and how women with access to state support organizations fared when 

compared to their peers in states with only male-dominated organizational structures (p. 

8). 

Schmuck (1995) studied women’s support networks and made four 
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recommendations to women’s advocacy groups whose aim it was to advance women in 

school administration (p. 214). They recommended that groups should: no longer have 

as a primary goal a woman’s desire for career entry and advancement; assist in 

refocusing schools’ concerns to the needs of students; address the problems of 

practicing women administrators who often find themselves alone in a male-dominated 

field; and concentrate on values of caring, democracy, and collaboration (Schmuck, 

1995, p. 214). 

 The Illinois Women Administrators (IWA), a women’s advocacy group, 

underwent an exploratory research project to understand its organization’s strengths and 

weaknesses to determine the future direction of the organization (Tripses, 2004, pp. 5-

8). The IWA board concluded that they needed to shift: 1) away from women’s lack of 

aspiration for administration to their needs for a better support system; 2) away from 

women’s lack of necessary qualifications to a greater concern for preparation and focus 

on women’s talents; 3) focus from the number of women acquiring positions in 

educational administration to on-the-job support and retention issues; and 4) focus away 

from access and toward equity issues. The IWA amended their mission statement to 

read, “The mission of IWA is to improve schools by networking and mentoring women 

educational leaders into positions of influence in school administration” (Tripses, 2004, 

p. 7) 

Gupton and Del Rosario (1998) asserted that there is a need for further federal 

initiatives to support women’s upward mobility. Specifically, there is a need for 

initiatives promoting collaboration among organizations and agencies that support 

women in educational leadership. Furthermore, there is a need for federal intervention 
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to encourage employers to expand opportunities for women to advance. Finally, federal 

initiatives already in place should be continued and should require accountability 

(Gupton & Rosario, pp. 12-13). This chapter closes with a summary of the literature 

review. 

Summary of the Literature Review 

This study and review of the literature explored many facets of the 

superintendency and influences on motivation. Topics included the political role of the 

superintendency and the often tenuous relationship between superintendents and school 

boards. The history of women in the superintendency, including issues of access, power 

and gender bias, was examined. Influences, consistent with this study’s conceptual 

framework, included background, personal, and environmental influences.  

The review of the literature revealed that many of the barriers for aspiring 

women are socially constructed. The institution of the superintendency is a masculine 

conception fashioned on a business framework. Sex-role stereotyping and gender bias 

have continued to support this largely male bastion. The reciprocal interactions between 

background, personal, and environmental influences can impact the development of 

women’s motivation or aspiration to pursue the superintendency. According to the 

literature, ideological shifts of how the superintendency is defined, women’s use of 

power, and the use of support systems are slowly occurring. Additional research and 

resources are needed to support aspiring women and increase women’s representation in 

the superintendency. In Chapter III, the methods and design of this research study is 

detailed, including methods for data analysis.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS AND DESIGN 

 This chapter is divided into three sections: 1) qualitative research methods; 2) 

qualitative research design; and 3) summary. The qualitative research methods section 

is divided into two subsections which explain the theoretical perspectives used in this 

study and an overview about the use of surveys in qualitative research including the 

advantages and limitations of survey use. The second section which focuses on 

qualitative research design is divided into three sections describing: 1) the pre-existing 

national study used in this research; 2) the participants and context for the study 

including a description of the primary participants and school district characteristics; 

and 3) the data analysis including the procedures used to enter, code, and sort the data.  

Since this study is a secondary analysis of the open-ended survey questions, participant 

demographics and contextual demographics, taken from the original survey data, are 

included in the third section.  

Qualitative Research Methods 

The purpose of this qualitative research study is to examine perceptions of 

women central office administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency in order 

to better understand their lack of aspiration. In addition, the study uses as a comparative 

base, the perceptions of women who do aspire to the superintendency. Perceptions were 

gathered from a selection of open-ended survey questions in the American Association 

of School Administrators (AASA) National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and 

Central Office Administrators (Brunner & Grogan, 2007). Specifically, the study 

uncovers perceptions related to 1) support structures, and 2) conceptions of power and 
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decision making, and 3) what needs to be known about women and the 

superintendency. The three research questions guiding the study are: 

1. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency, regarding environmental influences on aspiration 

(support structures), and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring 

women central office administrators?  

2. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency, regarding personal influences on aspiration 

(conceptions of self-esteem, power, and decision making processes), and how do 

these perceptions compare with aspiring women central office administrators?  

3. What are the perceptions of women central office administrators who do not 

aspire to the superintendency, regarding what needs to be known about women 

in the superintendency, and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring 

women central office administrators?  

Theoretical Perspectives 

 The study’s research questions involve the perceptions of non-aspiring and 

aspiring women central office administrators. Perceptions cannot be studied through 

mere demographics or closed-ended questions, but require the researcher to perform a 

more in-depth analysis—something a qualitative approach provides. The intent of 

qualitative analysis is to understand individuals and events as they occur in their natural 

settings, while taking into account relevant context (Gall et al, 1996, p. 29). Qualitative 

research seeks to understand and discover what lies beneath the surface. Thus, given its 

social cognitive conceptual framework as well as the social constructivist methods and 
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design, qualitative research is the appropriate approach for this study. 

 Qualitative research “assumes that social reality is constructed by the 

participants in it” (Gall et al, 1996, p. 30). In social cognitive theory, individuals are 

changed by their environment but also interact with, and in turn, change their 

environment. In other words, they actively participate in constructing their own reality. 

Social cognitive theory also presupposes that human behavior is continuously changing 

and evolving based on the interplay of personal, environmental, and background 

influences. Qualitative methods support social cognitive theory research in that the 

socially constructed reality of individuals can be explored in greater depth than 

available through quantitative methods (Gall et al., 1996, p. 30).  

 There is also an important phenomenological component to this study as the 

perceptions of women central office administrators are explored for meanings attached 

to power, decision-making processes, and support systems. Patton (2002) stated that 

phenomenology seeks to answer questions regarding social phenomena, such as the 

meaning of life, for a person or group of people (p. 104).  “The constructivist evaluator 

and phenomenologist do not seek to pronounce what perceptions are right or more true, 

but rather seek to inform” (Patton, 2002, p. 98). According to Patton (2002), social 

constructivist philosophy poses the following questions: 1) “How have people in this 

setting constructed reality?”; 2) “What are their reported perceptions, ‘truths,’ 

explanations, beliefs, and worldview?”; 3) “What are the consequences of their 

constructions for their behaviors and for those with whom they interact?” (p. 96).  

Social constructivism has been investigated by many researchers, sociologists, and 

philosophers (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Kuhn, 1970; Neimeyer, 1993; Schwandt, 1997). 
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According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), the primary assumptions of social 

constructivism are as follows: 1) “Truth is a matter of consensus among informed and 

sophisticated constructors, not of correspondence with objective reality”; 2) “Facts have 

no meaning, except within some value framework, hence there cannot be an objective 

assessment of any proposition”; 3) “Causes and effects do not exist except by 

imputation. . . .”; 4) “Phenomena can only be understood within context in which they 

are studied; 5) “Findings from one context cannot be generalized to another; neither 

problems nor solutions can be generalized from one setting to another . . . .”; and 6) 

“Data derived from constructivist inquiry have neither special status nor legitimation; 

they represent simply another construction to be taken into account in the move toward 

consensus” (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, pp. 44-45). This qualitative study uses a pre-

existing data set from the National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central 

Office Administrators which utilizes a survey tool for the collection of data. In the 

following section, the use of surveys in qualitative methods is examined. 

The Use of Surveys in Qualitative Research 

 After a brief introduction, this section on the use of surveys in qualitative 

research is divided into two subsections, 1) “Advantages” and 2) “Limitations”. The 

survey method of data collection was predetermined as the data was collected before the 

advent of this study. Typically, a survey method is used to collect quantitative data in 

order to make generalizations about the participants in order to apply the finding to a 

larger group sharing the same characteristics as the sample group (Gall et al., 1996, p. 

289). The following information on surveys focuses on the qualitative uses of surveys 

(also referred to as questionnaires).  
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Advantages 

 Surveys conducted in questionnaire format have two advantages over interviews 

or observations. The cost of sampling respondents over a wide geographic area is much 

reduced and also the time required to collect the data is less (Gall et al., 1996, p. 289). 

Survey questions provide anonymity which is often appealing to respondents especially 

if their answers, if they were known, could lead to personal or political repercussions. 

Utilizing survey methods for the AASA study was the most effective approach 

to collect the needed research data. Surveys allowed the researchers to gather data from 

the greatest number of women superintendents and women central office administrators. 

5,500 women were identified though using the AASA membership database as well as 

Market Data Retrieval, the foremost U.S. provider of educational mailing lists and 

databases (Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. 155).The surveys permitted a snapshot of the 

entire population of women in the superintendency and central office in the United 

States. Other methods, such as focus groups or interviews, were not practical or feasible 

given this large sample.  Survey methods also allowed women participants to be 

completely candid about their experiences as superintendents and central office 

administrators. Theirs are highly political positions and guaranteeing anonymity 

reassured participants that they could be completely honest without fearing reprisals 

from the school district, colleagues, or community.  

The survey contained both open-ended and closed-ended questions. Closed-

ended survey questions permitted the researchers access to a large amount of 

demographic and descriptive data in a relatively small amount of space. One hundred 

eleven questions were posed on seventeen pages. Several questions were presented in 
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likert format to allow the researchers an understanding of the degree to which the 

participant agreed or disagreed with the statement. Open-ended questions allowed for 

the collection of qualitative data which enabled the researchers the deepest and broadest 

understanding of the experiences and perceptions of the participants. “Most research 

does not fit clearly into one category – qualitative or quantitative – or the other. The 

best often combines features of each. In the same research project, some data may be 

collected that is amenable to statistical analysis, while other equally significant 

information is not . . . .” (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994, p. 7). 

 Limitations 

 The limitations of the study include the use of a survey tool and absence of data 

triangulation.  Surveys have drawbacks not encountered in other types of qualitative 

methods. Surveys do not allow the researcher to probe respondents’ answers or allow 

the researcher to clarify unclear responses. The anonymity of the survey, although an 

advantage in protecting the identity of the participant also prevents the researcher from 

following up with participants in order to improve the survey’s rate of return (Gall et al, 

1996, p. 295). Questions also cannot be modified once the survey is distributed and 

participants cannot clarify what is being asked even though questions may be unclear 

(Gall et al., 1996, p. 289).  

 The lack of triangulation of methods, data sources, and analysis result in 

limitations of the research. Researcher bias, background knowledge, and life experience 

can influence the interpretation of data in terms of coding, sorting and analyzing. 

Triangulation could potentially reveal the presence of researcher bias. In the next 

section on research design, specific information as it relates to the AASA National 
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Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office Administrators (Brunner & 

Grogan, 2007) is described including individual and district demographics. 

Qualitative Research Design 

 This section is divided into two subsections and includes: 1) a description of the 

“Pre-existing National Study” used for this research; and 2) a description of the 

“Participants and Context of the Study”. The latter subsection includes descriptions of 

primary participants and contextual influences. The participant and district 

demographics are provided in this section to provide background information and are 

not included in the analysis. 

Pre-existing National Study 

 Dr. C. Cryss Brunner, University of Minnesota and Dr. Margaret Grogan, 

University of Missouri, approached the American Association of School Administrators 

(AASA) with the proposal of surveying all known women superintendents and women 

central office administrators in the United States. AASA approved the request and 

commissioned the nation-wide descriptive study which provided the most up to date and 

comprehensive information on women superintendents and central office administrators 

in history. Using the AASA membership database as well as data from Market Data 

Retrieval (MDR), 2,500 women superintendents were identified and sent surveys. In the 

year 2000, MDR had listed 13,728 districts. Another 3,000 surveys were sent to women 

holding central office positions (Deputy, Associate and Assistant Superintendent). 

Responses were received from nearly 30 percent of the women superintendents and 

central office administrators—723 superintendents and 472 central office administrators 

(Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. 155). 
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 The National Study of U.S Women Superintendents and Central Office 

Administrators (Brunner & Grogan, 2007) was a 19 page survey that compiled a 

comprehensive amount of information about women superintendents and women 

central office administrators. It contained 111 multiple-choice, as well as 8 open-ended, 

questions. The first 17 pages were largely quantitative and included demographic 

information about the individual and the school district in which they worked. The 

survey collected information on education, career paths, and membership in 

professional organizations. Women responded to several questions on a likert scale 

revealing their perceptions and beliefs about the superintendent search process, 

contracts, school boards, decision-making processes, issues, and challenges facing the 

superintendency. The aim of the survey was to collect demographic profiles and 

personal stories from all women superintendents and women central office 

administrators representing diverse backgrounds and experiences. The eleven categories 

of the survey were 1) personal demographics; 2) district demographics; 3) career path; 

4) professional development; 5) the search process; 6) contracts and evaluation; 7) 

board demographics; 8) board dynamics and decision making; 9) moving on; 10) stress, 

fulfillment, prestige, and challenges; and 11) open-ended questions. The survey was 

completed in 2003 and the results were published by Brunner and Grogan in 2007. 

 The focus of this study is on the eleventh category. Specifically, this study 

examines the responses of non-aspiring women central office administrators and uses 

the responses of aspiring women for a comparative base. Additionally, a selection of 

closed-ended questions is examined to provide additional information supporting the 

open-ended questions. The six questions examined are: 
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1. What about the superintendency would you like to see change for it to be a more 

attractive position for and others? 

2. Are you interested in applying for a superintendency in the near future? If so, 

what kind of superintendency is most attractive to you? If not, why not? 

5.  Define power. 

6.  How do you make decisions? 

7.  How do you get things done? 

8.  What else do we need to know about women in the superintendency or central 

office? 

Questions 3 and 4 from the survey are not used in this study as they are unrelated to the 

research questions being explored. Question 2 is solely used to sort the responses to the 

remaining five questions into categories of non-aspiring and aspiring women central 

office administrators. In the following section, details regarding the primary and 

secondary participants of the study are given. 

Participants and Context of the Study2 

 The primary focus of this study is on the perceptions of women central office 

administrators that lack aspiration to the superintendency. Hereafter, non-aspiring 

women are referred to as primary participants and aspiring women are referred to as 

secondary participants. The following demographic information regarding primary 

participants and of the study is from the original quantitative analysis of the survey in 

the AASA National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office 

Administrators (Brunner & Grogan, 2007). First, data for “Primary Participants 

                                                 
2 All descriptive data presented in this section has been taken from Brunner and Grogan (2007). 
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Described” is provided. Second, descriptive data on “Contextual Factors” provides 

relevant context (see Gall et al, 1996) for the study and includes district demographics 

for primary participants. 

Primary Participants Described 

 This section on the personal characteristics of primary participants includes age, 

marital status, race, career path, and political preference and provides background 

information. According to the conceptual framework based on Farmer’s (1987) 

research, these characteristics have indirect influence on motivation as they are largely 

unchangeable and mediated by environmental and personal influences. 

 Over seventy-five percent of primary participants were over the age of 50. The 

largest group was between the ages of 51-55 representing 43.4 percent of primary 

participants and the second largest group was between the ages of 56-60 representing 

22.7 percent of primary participants. In contrast, nearly 25 percent were under the age 

of 50. The vast majority of primary participants were married (71.7%) and the second 

largest group was divorced (14.6%). This was followed by separated (9%), single 

(8.5%) and widowed (4.4%). The number of married primary participants (71.7%) was 

similar to the number of participants over the age of 50 (75%). 

 The survey identified five racial groups. The majority of primary participants 

identified themselves as White (93%). Black women made up 5.2 percent of primary 

participants, and the remaining groups of Hispanic, Native American, and Asian 

comprised 1.8 percent of total participants. These numbers are consistent with the 

literature stating that minorities continue to be vastly underrepresented in educational 

administration (Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Chase, 1995; Glass et al., 2000; Tallerico, 
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2000). 

 Career paths taken by primary participants were similar. Over 75 percent of the 

primary participants were first employed full time as an educational administrator 

between the ages of 31-45. These same women entered their first central office role 

between the ages of 36-50. The vast majority of these women were hired by more than 

one school district (83%). When asked to describe their career pattern the majority of 

participants described the path of teacher, principal and then central office (40.4%). 

Twenty-two percent of primary participants described moving directly from teacher to 

central office without the intervening step of principal. Primary participants who did 

serve as principals described their first administrative position as an elementary 

assistant principal or principal (54%). Over half of the primary participants held 

superintendent certification (54%) or were working towards that goal (4%). 

 Other survey questions provided information related to career path. Five 

questions specifically asked about the role of mentors and models in primary 

participants’ career development. Female role models were few. Sixty-one percent of 

the women described having never served in a district headed by a female 

superintendent. When asked if they were mentored into central office by either a 

practicing or retired superintendent, 60 percent answered in the affirmative. Of these, 72 

percent answered that their mentor was a male. Participants were also asked if they had 

ever mentored another into an educational administration role, and whether their 

mentees were male, female or a combination of both. Eighty percent of participants 

identified that they had served as mentors, and that they had mentored males (7.8%), 

females (39%) and a combination of the two (53.7%).  
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 Primary participants were asked if they identify with a particular political party 

and also what political view they held. Primary participants identified affiliation with 

the Democratic (57%), Republican (23%) and Independent (20%) parties. They 

identified as liberal (24%), conservative (14%) or moderate (63%) in their views.  

 A summary of the personal characteristics of primary participants is provided in 

Table 3.1 (p. 78). These descriptive characteristics are based on the responses of the 

majority of primary participants. In the following section, relevant contextual factors 

are provided. 

Table 3.1 Personal Characteristics of Primary Participants (Brunner & Grogan, 2007) 
Over age 50 Married White 

Began admin career 
between 30-45 

Served in more than one 
school district 

Held teacher and central 
office positions 

Hadn’t always served as a 
principal 

Had male mentors Had mentored both males 
and females 

Politically moderate Political affiliation- 
Democrat 

 

 
Contextual Characteristics Described 

 In this section, the following district characteristics of primary participants is 

provided: 1) community and geographic information; 2) district student population and 

enrollment change from 1990-2002; 3) school-business partnerships; and 4) gender of 

district leadership. Consistent with the conceptual framework used for the study, the 

district context serves as background influences on motivation. 

 The majority of primary participants describe being located in a suburban area 

(44%). Second most identified regions were 19 percent for rural as well as 19 percent 

for a combination of rural/suburban areas. Fifty-eight percent of primary participants 
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identified with three areas of the country. The Great Lakes region was identified 24 

percent of the time which includes the states of IL, IN, MI, OH, and WI. Eighteen 

percent of primary participants identified being located in the Southeast including the 

states of AL, AR, FL, GA, KY, LA, MA, NC, SC, TN, VA, and WV. Sixteen percent 

identified with the Mideastern section of the country including DE, DC, MD, NJ, NY, 

and PA. The remaining areas are, with the exception of Texas and California, more 

sparsely populated and would as a result have fewer women central office 

administrators based on student population. 

 Fifty-nine percent of primary participants were from districts with student 

population in the mid-sized range. Districts of 5,000 to 9,999 were identified 23 percent 

of the time followed by 20 percent of participants identified districts of 1,000 to 2,999 

and 17 percent identified districts in the 3,000 to 4,999 range. Participants were also 

asked to identify the rate of growth or decline in the student population of their district. 

Over seventy percent of primary participants identified growth in their student 

population with the largest group occupying the over 25 percent growth category 

(19%). Twenty-eight percent identified a loss of student population with losses in the 5 

to 9 percent range occupying the largest group. 

 In these times of shrinking district budgets, school-business partnerships have 

increasingly been considered as a source of additional revenue. This is reflected in the 

responses to the survey question, “Does your district have a school-business 

partnership?” Sixty-five percent of primary participants identified that their district has 

such a partnership.  

 Finally, in the area of district characteristics, the question was asked whether or 
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not the participants’ district was lead by a female superintendent. This data was 

consistent with earlier data conveying a shortage of female superintendents in the 

majority of school districts. Only 19 percent of school districts identified having a 

female leading the organization.  

 A summary of the district characteristics of primary participants is provided in 

Table 3.2 (p. 80). These contextual characteristics are based on the responses of the 

majority of primary participants. In the following section, information on the content 

analysis method of emergent themes is provided. 

Table 3.2 District Characteristics of Primary Participants (Brunner & Grogan, 2007) 

Suburban Great Lakes, Southeast or 
Midwest Regions 

Mid-sized—5,000-9,999--
Student population 

Over 25% growth between 
1990-2002. 

School-business 
partnerships 

Led by male superintendent 

 

Data Analysis 

 This section is divided into two subsections. The first section explores the 

content analysis method used in the study – emergent themes analysis. The second and 

largest section describes, in detail, the process by which the data was entered, coded, 

and sorted.   

Content Analysis: Emergent Themes Analysis 

  Analysis of the data from the open-ended questions was accomplished through 

a process known as emergent themes analysis. Data can be collected through a variety 

of written, oral or observed techniques and then analyzed through a coding procedure to 

discover patterns or concepts through the identification of key words or phrases (Strauss 
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and Corbin, 1998, p. 13). Coding allows for a systematic analysis of the data.  The 

analytical process of open coding was utilized in this study.  Open coding involves 

taking interview or open-ended survey statements and breaking them into their 

constituent parts. Semantically related segments are joined to eliminate redundancies. 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) describe the process of open coding: 

Broadly speaking, during open coding, data are broken down into discrete parts, 

closely examined, and compared for similarities and differences. Events, 

happenings, objects, and actions/interactions that are found to be conceptually 

similar or related in meaning are grouped . . . . (p. 102). 

Fink (2009) describes this process as: 

 …a method of analyzing qualitative data for the purpose of drawing inferences 

about the meaning of recorded information such as open-ended responses and 

comments made by survey respondents. For the surveyor, it means carefully 

reading the comments to identify the presence of certain words, concepts, 

themes, phrases, characters, or sentences (p. 89). 

 The remainder of this section describes the processes and procedures that were 

used to analyze the data from the open-ended questions, including how answers were 

coded, categorized and recorded. The results of this coding and analysis are reported in 

Chapter IV.   

Entering, Coding, and Sorting 

 In the first phase of the study, the researcher entered the answers to each of the 

open-ended questions into the software program Microsoft Word. Then each response 

was examined for key words or phrases. Decisions as to what constituted a key word or 
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phrase were informed by the literature on power, education, and women in the 

superintendency (Chapter II: Literature Review). The number of key words and phrases 

in each participant’s response ranged between one and several. After the key words or 

phrases were identified, the software program Microsoft OneNote was used to sort the 

data into thematic categories. OneNote was chosen for its capacity to create numerous 

files and folders for sorting data and the capability to conduct searches by key word.  

The first task in Microsoft OneNote was the creation of a file for each open-

ended question. Second, within each file, sub-folders were created for themes found in 

the open-ended responses. Third, within each sub-folder, a three column table was 

created. One column was designated for women central office administrators not 

aspiring, another for those aspiring, and a third column for those who either did not 

answer or the status of aspiration could not be determined.  The classification of 

whether the participant was aspiring or not was determined by an open-ended survey 

question: “Are you interested in applying to a superintendency?” Lastly, participants’ 

complete responses were entered into the tables according to theme and status of 

aspiration. The identifiers used for the participants were based on the race of the 

participant chosen in the closed-ended portion of the survey and the survey 

identification number. Five racial groups were identified and coded: A= Asian; B= 

Black; H= Hispanic; NA= Native American; W= White3. For example, B 1352 is a 

Black woman that returned the survey identified as number 1352. 

Upon completion of the initial sort, each file was revisited and re-examined to 

                                                 
3 Note: The AASA survey presented seven options for racial identification: Black, 
White, Hispanic, Native American, Asian, Pacific Islander, and Other. 
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ascertain that the sort was accurate and that theme selection was the most appropriate. 

Redundancies of themes were eliminated by merging themes in which meanings were 

so similar that for them to remain separate would only result in confusion or skewed 

results. The process by which themes were created and responses assigned is described 

in further detail in the following sections, including identification of key words and 

phrases and justification for their selection. This process is explained in question order.  

Survey Question 1 

 What about the superintendency would you like to see change for it to be a more 

attractive position for you or others? The themes for this sort were taken directly from 

participants’ responses. Each response was examined for key words or phrases and the 

response was sorted accordingly. For example, participant W 1024 answered, “salary 

and respect”. From this response a theme of “compensation” was created as well as a 

theme of “acknowledgement and respect”. The response was then entered in both 

sections.  Other themes arising from participant responses were: co-superintendency 

and administrative support; collaboration; contracts and tenure; education and training; 

education finance; family; gatekeeper and selection process; good old boys and gender 

bias; instructional leadership; mentor and networks; national, state and government 

agencies; politics; residency and relocation; school boards; teacher unions; technology; 

time demands; and unrealistic expectations. There were 20 themes identified in all. 

Responses that were unable to be determined were included in an additional section 

titled “other”. 

Survey Question 5 

 Define Power. The themes for the initial sort were drawn from respondents’ 
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answers and nine primary themes emerged: 1) affecting change; 2) authority or control; 

3) collaboration; 4) empowering others; 5) getting the job done; 6) influence; 7) 

knowledge; 8)  leadership; and 9) motivate.  As with the previous question, responses 

that did not directly answer the question, were unclear, or were representative of too 

few respondents to be significant were classified as “other”. 

After determining the emergent themes to survey question 5, an additional sort 

was done examining the data about the conception of power in each response. 

Conceptions of power are identified as “power-over”, “power-with” or a “combination” 

of power. The use of these conceptions has been prevalent in the literature in recent 

decades (Brunner, 1997; Brunner & Schumaker, 1998; Cahill, 2008; McFarland, 2006; 

Scott, 2001; Wartenberg, 1990; Wrong, 1979) and is supported by John Scott’s (2001) 

definitions of social power (pp. 1-2).   

 Social power is a form of causation that has its effect in and through social 

relations (2001, p. 1). At its simplest, power is a social relation between two agents, 

who may usefully be called the ‘principal’∗ and the subaltern’. A principal is the 

paramount agent in a power relationship, while a subaltern is the subordinate agent. The 

principal has or exercises power, while the subaltern is affected by the power (2001, p. 

2). This relationship between principal and subaltern is not fixed as the principal may be 

a subaltern in another relationship or situation and the reverse is true of the subaltern 

(Scott, 2001, p. 2). 

To determine women central office administrators’ conceptions of power, the 

                                                 
∗ The use of “principal” in this context refers to the paramount agent in a power relationship that has or 

exercises power and does not refer to the position of educational administrator. 
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answers were examined for evidence of whether the respondent identified power from 

the perspective of a principal or a subaltern. In addition, the response was examined for 

evidence of a desired or intended causal effect.  In order for there to be a power 

relationship there needed to be evidence of an “intentional intervention in a chain of 

causal effects” (Wrong, 1979, p. 4) and reference to the intent or desire of the principal 

agent.  “An intention or a desire rests upon a felt or perceived interest that the principal 

believes will be furthered if he or she brings about particular kinds of causal effects” 

(Wrong, 1979, p. 65). This theory of power supports the notion that women central 

office administrators (WCOA) and superintendents act as principal power agents when 

acting alone and even within shared or collaborative groups. The WCOA or 

superintendent is often the principal that brings the vision or intent for change to the 

table and exerts influence on the other agents to bring about the WCOA or 

superintendent’s desired change. The agents may be actively involved in the decision-

making process, and the atmosphere can be highly collaborative but in the end the 

superintendent has exercised power-over when they have either directly or indirectly 

influenced and achieved their desired outcomes. This deference to the WCOA or 

superintendent occurs when the subalterns regard them as experts and as having 

superior and specialized knowledge. This form of power is defined as “persuasive 

influence” and “rests on a substantive trust in the competence” of the principal agent 

(Wartenberg, 1990, p. 54).  

Key words or phrases indicating a “power-over” approach were as follows: 1) 

Delegating; 2) Influence; 3) Authority; 4) Accomplish or accomplishment; 5) Effect or 

enact change; 6) Motivate; 7) Lead/Leadership; 8) Move an organization; 9) Defined 
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goal; 10) Desired outcomes; 11) Position; 12) Decision making; 13) Autonomy; 14) 

Persuasion; 15) Agenda; 16) Instill; 17) Choose; 18) Control; 19) Exert; 20) Initiate; 21) 

Leverage; 22) Knowledge; 23) Others follow you; 24) Shape decision making; 25) 

Determine; 26) Direction; 27) Implement; 28) Establish; 29) Mobilize resources; 30) 

Convince; 31) Unhampered; and 32) Achieve. 

Key words and phrases indicating a “power-with” approach are consistent with 

the literature on shared and collaborative power in the fields of political science, 

sociology, psychology, economics, and education. Hannah Arendt (1972) reflected on 

power as a “human ability not just to act but to act in concert. Power is never the 

property of an individual—it belongs to a group and remains in existence only so long 

as the group remains together” (p. 143). Others (Hartsock, 1983; Jones, 1993; 

Wartenberg, 1990) have also commented on shared power and its capacity to enact 

change through “communication, cooperation and collaboration” (Brunner and 

Schumaker, 1998, p. 3). Key words or phrases indicating a “power-with” approach were 

as follows: 1) Shared/sharing; 2) Cooperatively/cooperate; 3) Capacity; 4) 

Through/With others; 5) Consensus; 6) Enable; 7) Inspire; 8) Together; 9) Win/win; 10) 

Common goals; 11) Collaboration; 12) Team/teamwork; 13) Collegial; 14) Synergy: 

and 15) Trust. 

Key words and phrases categorized as being a “combination” of conceptions of 

power include any responses that contain words or phrases from both the “power-over” 

and “power-with” lists. For example, the phrase “giving others the opportunity to lead 

and make decisions” indicates shared power among all agents. There is power exercised 

by the woman central office administrator as she gives opportunity and power among 
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the other agents as they lead and make decisions.  

Survey Question 6 

 How do you make decisions? Again, the themes for the initial sort were taken 

directly from the respondents’ answers and responses that did not directly answer the 

question, were unclear, or were representative of too few responses to be significant 

were classified as “other”. In all, twelve themes emerged from the examination of key 

words and phrases: 1) Consult others; 2) Decide; 3) Based on experience or history; 4) 

Fair and equitable; 5) Group consensus; 6) Intuition; 7) Policy or law; 8) Reflection on 

pros, cons or options; 9) Research and data; 10) Resource consideration; 11) Shared or 

collaboration; and 12) What’s best for students.   

Additional sorting of the responses into categories reflecting the respondents 

conception of power in their practices (power-over, power-with or combination) were 

analyzed according to whether the keywords or phrases indicated the decision maker 

acted as a principal agent or a subaltern (Scott, 2001). All responses not including 

reference to anyone other than the respondent in the decision making process were 

classified as “power-over”. Examples included, “reviewing all the facts”, “asking 

myself what is the best decision for children”, “look, listen, learn and adjudicate”.  

Classification as “power-with” includes responses that contain vocabulary 

indicating the participation of others in the process. Key words indicating a conception 

of power as “power-with” included: 1) Collaboration; 2) Consensus; 3) Input; 4) 

Involve; 5) Joint decisions; 6) With others; 7) Shared; 8) Inclusion; and 9) Team. 

Key words and phrases used in the “combination” section were determined 

when the response included instances where the principal agent made the ultimate 
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decision after a degree of participation or input from other agents. One example of this 

approach was shared by respondent B 800, “Decisions are made with team input. The 

ultimate decision is that of the administrator and/or superintendent”.  In other cases, the 

decision making approach was dependent on the type of decision needing to be made. 

For example, respondent W 16 shared, “It depends on the decision. I consider the 

interest/expertise of those that will be affected by the decision, timelines for decision, 

etc. Sometimes I make the final call, sometimes I facilitate a group decisions; and 

sometimes I delegate it.” 

Survey Question 7 

 How do you get things done? The themes for the initial sort arose from the key 

words and phrases of the participants. This question resulted in a wider variety of 

responses than either of the first two power questions with a total of 20 themes 

identified. These categories included: 1) Clear expectations; 2) Collaboration; 3) 

Communication; 4) Delegating; 5) Do it myself; 6) Competently and efficiently; 7) 

Empower others; 8) Hard work; 9) Long hours; 10) Meetings; 11) Monitor and follow-

through; 12) Organization and planning; 13) Processes and procedures; 14) 

Relationships; 15) Research; 16) Support; 17) Task-oriented; 18) Threatening; 19) Time 

management; and 20) Utilize resources.  

As with the last power question, classification of the conception of power in 

their practices was determined by whether or not the administrators indicated they were 

the principal agents and also the inclusion or absence of vocabulary indicating shared 

power. Keys words or phrases focusing only on the actions of the administrator were 

classified as power-over. Examples of a “power-over" stance to question 7: 1) 
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“Determine what needs to be done, resources to get it done (funds, people, and time), 

make a decision and put my plan into action (B59).”; 2) “Articulate what I want, expect 

detailed plans from subordinated; set deadlines, allow subordinated room enough to act, 

but they know I monitor progress (H553)”; 3) “I’m organized (W500)”. 

Indications of shared power and decision making classified responses as having 

conceptions of “power-with” others. These key words and phrases were consistent with 

those used in survey question 6. Terms bearing conceptions of shared power in survey 

question 7 were: 1) With or through others; 2) Collaboratively: 3) Team; 4) Committee; 

5) Shared decision making; and 6) Soliciting help.  

A “combination” approach to power was determined by the inclusion of 

vocabulary indicating the administrator maintained control over parts on the process of 

getting things done but also enlisted the help and support of others. As with question 6, 

many administrators indicated that they use a combination of approaches that are 

situation dependent. In situations that are merely procedural, the administrator takes a 

“power-over” approach as it is more efficient and practical. If the situation necessitates 

stakeholder buy-in or commitment to the task then a “power-with” approach is used.  

Survey Question 8 

What else do we need to know about women in the superintendency or central 

office? The emergent themes were determined in the same manner as question number 

one. The themes arose directly from the responses of the participants. Each response 

was examined for key words and phrases and determined the naming of the themes. 

Many responses indicated more than one theme. Twenty-three themes were identified in 

this manner and included: 1) Characteristics; 2) Education and training; 3) Equal to 
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men; 4) Family; 5) Gender not the issue; 6) Good old boys and gender bias; 7) Hard 

working or over worked; 8) Leadership styles; 9) Lonely; 10) Mentors and networks; 

11) Need more; 12) Opportunity and recruiting; 13) Personal time and finding balance; 

14) Politics; 15) Questions; 16) Race; 17) Relationships; 18) Relocation; 19) Respect; 

20) Salary and compensation; 21) School boards; 22) Superintendent position not 

attractive; and 23) Women supporting women.  

It was noted during the coding and sorting process that the number of women 

central office administrators that were not aspiring or aspiring was not consistent for 

each survey question as respondents did not always choose to answer every question. 

For example, survey question 1 indicated there were 126 non-aspiring respondents and 

126 aspiring respondents as opposed to survey question 8 in which there were only 108 

non-aspiring respondents and 88 aspiring respondents. For each key concept the 

percentage of respondents that were non-aspiring and aspiring was calculated. Even 

though this is a qualitative study, percentages are useful to determine which themes 

have a high, medium or low frequency of response. For example, question 1 regarding 

what the respondents would like to see changed to make the superintendency more 

attractive, of 126 respondents that did not aspire – 31 (24.6%) indicated that school 

boards were an issue and of 105 aspiring respondents – 41 (39%) indicated school 

boards were an issue.  

In order to provide a visual comparison for the data, three bar graphs were 

created for each open-ended question. One bar graph made comparisons of emergent 

themes within the answer among non-aspiring respondents. Another compared themes 

among those aspiring and the third compared the percentages of identified themes 
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between the two groups. 

 For the three power questions, the data was compared and examined to 

determine if the conceptions of power used by respondents were consistent from 

question to question.  Of particular interest was whether the respondent’s response to 

their definition of power was consistent with their power practices in how they make 

decisions and get things done. The conceptions of power for each individual were 

entered into an Excel spread sheet to facilitate sorting the data by “power-over”, 

“power-with” or “combination of power conceptions. In the next section, a summary for 

Chapter III is given.   

Summary of Methods and Design 

 Chapter III described the methods and design of the study. It began with a 

description of qualitative research methods including theoretical perspectives and the 

use of surveys in qualitative research. Next, details of the qualitative research design 

were described including specifics about the pre-existing national study— the AASA 

National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office Administrators—

from which the data was taken, and descriptive information about the primary 

participants and district demographics to provide a context for the study.   

 Lastly, details on the data analysis employed in this study—emergent theme 

analysis—was described including how the data was entered, coded and sorted. The 

responses to survey questions were examined for emerging key words and phrases and 

assembled into conceptual groupings by theme and organized in Microsoft OneNote. 

Then, percentages of responses within each theme were figured to determine the theme 

frequency emerging from the responses and bar graphs were created for both primary 
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and secondary participants providing visual comparison. Responses were then examined 

for conceptions of power and further examined to determine if the individual’s espoused 

beliefs about power and power practices were consistent. Next, Chapter IV presents 

details regarding the key data of this study organized in order of research question.  

CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter presents the qualitative data collected from the American 

Association of School Administrators (AASA) National Study of U.S. Women 

Superintendents and Central Office Administrators4 (Brunner & Grogan, 2007), the 

modified conceptual framework adapted from Farmer (1985), and a discussion of the 

findings.  Each section examines primary participants’ (non-aspiring women central 

office administrators (WCOA)) responses that occurred with a high or medium 

frequency. The responses are compared to those given by secondary participants 

(aspiring WCOA) to provide comparison. Although this is not a quantitative study, 

percentages of responses were used in order to sort and examine the qualitative data by 

the frequency of emerging themes. 

 This chapter is divided into six sections. The first section revisits the modified 

conceptual framework adapted from Farmer’s framework on the contributions of 

background, personal influences, and environmental influences on motivation (Note: 

                                                 
4 All qualitative and quantitative data used in this study, including narrative responses, were taken 

from the AASA National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office Administrators 

(Brunner & Grogan, 2007). 
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hereafter the word motivation will be replaced by aspiration). The second section 

provides a reminder to the reader of the background influences described in Chapter III 

in the form of demographic data. Since background elements are not explicitly 

connected to the findings or discussion only a brief description is provided. The third 

section presents the findings for environmental influences—also known as support 

systems—on aspiration, and provides a discussion of the findings. The fourth section 

presents the findings for personal influences—also known as conceptions of power—

and provides discussion of the findings. The fifth section presents the reader with the 

findings on an additional dimension providing further information for future learning 

and is also divided into two subsections—findings reported and findings discussed. The 

sixth and final section provides a summary of Chapter IV. 

Conceptual Framework Revisited 

 The conceptual framework used to organize and analyze the data from the pre-existing 

data set drawn from the American Association of School Administrators (AASA) 

National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office Administrators 

(Brunner & Grogan, 2007) is used to organize the findings and discussion of the 

findings. Farmer’s (1985) original framework illustrated the affect of background, 

personal factors, and environmental factors5 on dimensions of career aspiration 

motivation; achievement motivation and career commitment (see Figure 1.1 on p. 15). 

The conceptual framework in Figure 4.1 (p. 95) illustrates, using directional arrows, that 

                                                 
5 Farmer’s work was quantitative and the words variable and factor were used. For the purposes of this 

qualitative study these words have been replaced with element and influence. 
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background influences affect personal and environmental influences on aspiration. The 

one directional arrow also shows background has an effect on motivation but it is an 

indirect since background is unchangeable and intermediated by the affects of personal 

and environmental influences (Farmer, 1985). The relationship between environmental 

and personal influences is dynamic as shown by the bi-directional arrow. The interplay 

between these influences strengthens the affect on aspiration. The elements of the 

conceptual framework in Figure 4.1 (p. 95) are numbered with Roman numerals to 

show the reader the order in which the elements and discussion are presented in this 

chapter. In the next section, background influences are briefly described to provide the 

reader a frame of reference for understanding a few of the life experiences of primary 

participants. 

I. Background Influences4 

 Background influences of the primary participants of the study include age, 

marital status, race, career path, and political preference and provide additional 

information of participants’ experiences with mentoring. The majority of primary 

participants were: 1) over the age of 50; 2) married; 3) White; 4) began their 

administrative careers between 30 and 45 years of age; 5) served in more than one 

school district; 6) held positions of teacher and central office administrator; 7) had not 

always served as a principal before entering central administration; 8) had male 

mentors; 9) mentored both males and females; and 10) identified as politically moderate 

and affiliated with the Democrat party. Primary participants described their district 

contextual attributes as: 1) suburban districts; 2) located in the Great Lakes, Southeast, 

or Mideast regions; 3) mid-sized student populations of 5,000-9,999; 4) are growing at a 
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rate of over 25 percent between 1990 and 2002; 5) have school-business partnerships; 

and 6) are led by a male superintendent. In the next section, a discussion of the findings 

for environmental influences (also known as support structures) is presented as well as 

the literature relevant to environmental influences.  

II. Environmental Influences4 

 In Farmer’s (1985) original framework, environmental influences were 

described as parent support, teacher support, and support for women working. These 

influences were modified to include environmental elements (also known as support 

structures) in the domain of women central office administrators. For the purposes of 

this study, environmental elements include any interpersonal and/or institutional 

relationships serving to encourage or discourage participants’ aspiration to the 

superintendency.  

 Research question 1 asked, What are the perceptions of women central office 

administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency, regarding environmental 

influences on aspiration (support structures), and how do these perceptions compare 

with aspiring women central office administrators? Research question 1 was addressed 

through narrative responses to open-ended survey question 1 of the AASA National 

Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office Administrators (Brunner & 

Grogan, 2007): What about the superintendency would you like to see change for it to 

be a more attractive position for you or others? Responses from select closed-ended 

survey questions addressing superintendent-school board relationships are also 

described in this section as additional environmental influence. This section is divided 
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Figure 4.1: Conceptual framework for examining background, personal, and 
environmental influences that support or diminish aspiration of women central office 
administrators to the superintendency. Note: Model adapted from Farmer (1985). 
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into three subsections. The first subsection (“Environmental Influences: Findings 

Reported”) reports the findings relevant to survey question 1 which asked the 

participants to define what they would like to see change. The second subsection 

(“Environmental Influences: Findings Discussed”) discusses the findings and introduces 

the literature relevant to the findings. The third section provides the reader with a 

summary of this section on environmental influences. 

Environmental Influences: Findings Reported 

 Environmental influences (support systems) were identified by primary 

participants in 20 emergent themes that are listed in Table 4.1 (p. 97-98). The table 

presents the frequency of the emergent themes in terms of percentages of the total 

responses and the number of respondents who identified the theme. Data on frequency 

and number of responses is not consistent across all questions as participants had the 

option to choose more than one theme per question and could also choose not to 

respond. In response to survey question 1, primary participants (non-aspiring WCOAs) 

identified two high frequency themes: school boards and politics and one medium 

frequency theme: time demands.  Secondary participants (aspiring WCOAs) identified 

one high frequency theme, school boards and three medium frequency themes: politics, 

time demands, and compensation. When comparing the frequency of responses of 

between both groups, one can see a high degree of agreement with the exception of the 

top two emerging themes; school boards and politics. Primary participants indicated 

school boards with a lesser frequency than secondary participants and identified 

concerns about politics with a greater frequency. Time demands were identified by both 

groups with the same rate of frequency. The following three subsections explore the  
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Table 4.1: Comparison of Aspiring and Non-aspiring Women Central Office 
Administrators’ Responses to Survey Question 1: What about the superintendency 
would you like to see change for it to be a more attractive position for you or others? 
 

Emergent Theme 
Non-Aspiring  

(126 total respondents) 
Aspiring  

(105 total respondents) 
 % of total n=# % of total n=# 
School Boards 25% 31 39% 41 
Politics 21% 26 14% 15 
Time Demands 10% 13 13% 14 
Acknowledgement and 
Respect 

9% 11 8% 8 

Compensation 9%     11 11% 11 
Contracts and Tenure 7% 9 4% 4 
Instructional Leadership 6%     8 4% 4 
Good Old Boys and 
Gender Bias 

5% 6 1% 1 

Co-Supt. and Admin. 
Support 

4%    5 3% 3 

National, State and 
Government Agencies 

4% 5 0% 0 

Unrealistic Expectations 4% 5 3% 3 
Gatekeepers and Selection 
Process 

2% 3 2% 2 

Mentors and Networks 2% 2 2% 2 
Residency and Relocation 2% 2 2% 2 
Teachers’ Unions 2% 3 1% 1 
Technology 2% 2 2% 2 
Collaboration 1% 1 3% 3 
Education and Training 1% 1 3% 3 
Family 0% 0 2% 2 

 

narrative responses of primary participants, in more detail, for the three top emergent 

themes (high and medium frequency): School Boards, Politics, and Time Demands. The 

emergent theme of School Boards also includes data from select closed-ended questions 

addressing school boards.  
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School Boards 

Primary respondents articulated frustration regarding school board 

micromanagement. Twenty-five percent of primary participants indicated school boards 

as an area needing to change in order for the superintendency to be a more attractive 

position. The three major areas of concern regarding school boards were 

micromanagement, gender bias, and school board training. Primary participants 

frustrations with school board micromanagement involved the perception that school 

boards do not understand or comply with the role they are supposed to take as a school 

board member. School members were described as overstepping their authority and 

interfering with the day-to-day management of the schools—actions that are not 

considered appropriate given their designated role.  Other primary participants indicated 

their key area of concern was the gender bias that school boards displayed, especially 

their lack of confidence in women’s competency and capacity to perform the 

requirements of the superintendency. Primary participants commented that they didn’t 

perceive that school board members respected women superintendents as they did men 

superintendents. Other participants indicated the structure of the Boards of Education 

would need to change before women would be hired as superintendents in their districts. 

In addition to perceived lack of support for women superintendents and central office 

administrators, primary participants expressed perceptions that school boards neither 

have the education nor the training necessary to support the educational missions of 

their districts. Stricter training for and oversight of school boards was recommended, 

including additional requirements for becoming a school board member and additional 

training in the areas of curriculum and instruction (including best practices). 
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 Primary participants identified additional areas of lesser frustration with school 

boards: 1) lack of job security and 2) the opinion that school boards are no longer 

relevant or useful and should be disbanded. Concerns about job security included the 

ability of the school board to fire the superintendent at will, and the fact that rapid 

turnover in board membership increased the risk of job loss. Levels of support for  

superintendents were perceived as unstable due to the presence of special interest 

groups on school boards and the pressure such groups apply to meet their objectives. 

One participant suggested that the superintendency become an elected position like the 

school board (something that was common in the past). They felt that the hiring and 

firing of superintendents should not be left to the whim of school boards, but instead 

should be based on the opinions of the community citizens whom they represent. Other 

structural changes suggested by primary participants included the abolishment of the 

school board altogether, although no suggestions were given as to an alternative 

structure of governance. 

Closed-ended questions on the subject of school boards provided additional 

information on participants’ perceptions of school boards as well as demographic 

information on the makeup of participants’ school boards. The next two subsections 

include information from closed-ended questions on Board Demographics and 

Dynamics and Decision-making. 

 Board demographics. 

 The majority of primary participants’ school boards consist of either five or 

seven member panels (79%). Even-numbered school boards are rare as any issue put to 

a vote could result in a tie. Over half of primary participants’ school boards have two to 
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three women members (53%). Very few reported having no women members (4%)—or 

at the opposite end of the spectrum—6 or more women members on the school board 

(5%). The majority of primary participants identified that their school boards have no 

persons of color (64%) and a majority of participants reported their school boards did 

not include any women of color (78%). Fifty-four percent of participants identified that 

their school board members serve terms between 3 and 4 years—a tenure similar to that 

of a superintendent. Primary participants rated the qualifications of their school board 

members as very well qualified (18%) or qualified (51%). Thirty-one percent thought 

that their school boards were not well qualified, incompetent, or did not know enough. 

In the next section, primary participants perceptions of school boards dynamics and 

decision-making are highlighted. 

 Dynamics and decision-making.  

 Primary participants were asked to identify: 1) school board characteristics; 2) 

how they work with the school board; 3) the manner in which policy is developed; 4) 

how board orientation is handled; 5) school boards’ stance toward school-based 

decision-making; and 6) and the identification of any special interest groups. Primary 

participants characterized their school boards as largely being active and aligned with 

community interests (61%). Primary participants indicated some concern that the school 

board represented the elite and community factions (34%).  

 Nearly half of all primary participants (49%) identified serving the school board 

as a professional advisor and presenting alternatives and consequences in an objective 

fashion. Another twenty-eight percent identified initiating action to maintain district 

effectiveness. Twenty-two percent of primary participants described they did not work 
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directly with the school board.  

 Participants were also asked to identify who primarily develops the policy and 

policy options in their school districts. About one-third of primary participants 

expressed belief that policy is driven by central office administration; another third 

believed it is a shared responsibility and another third were divided between 

superintendents and school boards. 

 Participants were asked to identify how school board orientation is handled in 

their district. Very few primary participants identified school board members are not 

formally trained (7%). The majority of participants revealed that school board members 

either receive training from the superintendent (42%) or the local school board 

association (30%). The closed-ended nature of this question did not allow participants 

to define whether or not they felt the orientation received was adequate and did not 

allow clarification of what was meant by “formal training”. 

 Participants were asked to indicate their perception of their school board’s 

stance toward school-based decision-making. Five options were given: supportive, 

indifferent, opposed, no opinion, or don’t know. The majority of primary participants 

perceived that their school board was supportive of school-based decision making 

because it increased parent/citizen participation (55%). The minority identified that the 

school board was opposed to school-based decision making because it conflicts with 

their role of governing schools (7%). Others felt the school board was indifferent 

because so few parents and community members are involved (17%). Participants 

identified an emergence of special interest groups in the past ten years that pressure the 

board to make decisions in line with their agendas (70%). The top three special interest 
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groups identified included community (36%), political community (21%) and religious 

groups (20%). 

 In summary, closed-ended responses indicating perceptions of primary 

participants about school boards were: 1) five or seven board members; 2) two to three 

women board members; 3) few to no men or women of color on the board; 4) members 

serving a length of 3-4 years; 5) members that are well or very well qualified for the 

position. Perceptions of primary participants regarding school board dynamics and 

decision making were: 1) school boards are active and aligned with the community 

interest; 2) central office administrators serve as professional advisors to the board; 3) 

central office administrators drive policy; 4) school boards support school-based 

decision making; and 5) special interest groups have arisen and represent community, 

political community and religious groups. In the next section, the findings for the 

second highest frequency emergent theme identified by primary participants—

politics— is examined. 

Politics 

 Politics was identified as the highest frequency response for both primary and 

secondary participants. The foremost concern of primary participants was that pressure 

is put upon the superintendent to make decisions that are not necessarily focused on 

curriculum and instruction or aligned with the needs of the overall school district but 

concerned with appeasing political pressure and special interest groups. Responses 

indicated that primary participants see politics and a focus on curriculum and instruction 

as being polar opposites—an either/or situation. The next section presents the findings 

for the third highest frequency theme for the affect of environmental influence on 
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aspiration—time demands.  

Time Demands 

 Both primary and secondary participants identified time demands at a rate of 

medium frequency. Primary participants expressed that the expectations for 

superintendents are humanly impossible. The perceived demands of the community’s 

expectations were that the superintendent is a) available 24 hours a day/7 days a week, 

b) present at every evening and weekend event, and c) working 12-15 hour days. 

Primary participants expressed they were not willing to give up time with family or 

interests of their own to meet these expectations. Some primary participants suggested 

possible solutions to the extreme time demands for superintendents including: 1) the 

superintendency could become a shared position, and 2) more administrative support 

should be provided.   

Environmental Influences: Findings Discussed 

 The discussion of the findings on environmental elements is divided into four 

subsections. Each subsection discusses the findings relative to the literature. The first 

subsection discusses the theme of the school board, the second subsection discusses 

politics, the third subsection presents discussion on time demands, and the fourth 

subsection summarizes the discussion of the findings and literature on environmental 

elements. 

School Boards 

 Research findings identified school boards as the highest frequency emergent 

theme among primary and secondary participants, although secondary participants 

ranked it higher (39%) than primary participants (25%). The reason for the discrepancy 
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is not apparent, in either participant responses or the literature, but could be considered 

an avenue for future research. Concerns in the research about school boards included: 

the micromanagement of school boards, gender bias, and training of school boards in 

order to do their job well. These school board findings are considered along with the 

relevant literature in the following paragraphs. 

 Micromanagement. 

The main concern of participants was the tendency of school boards to micro-

manage. Micro-management consists of day-to-day management decisions, acting 

without board sanction, and campaigning for personal interests. Mountford (2008) 

suggests that micromanagement is a symptom of role confusion in a school board. 

When first established, school boards had total authority over school operations. That 

role evolved into one in which the school boards’ primary purpose was policy 

formation. Increasingly, that power is usurped by state and federal mandates resulting in 

board confusion about where to put their energies. Role confusion can lead to school 

board members’ micromanagement as they attempt to make a difference (Mountford, 

2008, pp. 85-86). Micromanagement is also an issue of power. As stated by Mountford, 

“Board members who defined power as ‘power-over’ used micromanagement as their 

approach to decision-making, and board members who defined power as ‘power-with’ 

used a collaborative approach when making decisions” (Mountford, 2007, p. 106)  

Micromanagement damages school board-superintendent relationships. The 

board’s micro-level focus conveys mistrust of the superintendent’s abilities to 

effectively manage the day-to-day operations of the school district and damages 

superintendent-school board relations. Effective superintendent-school board 
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relationships are vital to the well-being of a school district as ineffective or tenuous 

relationships can impede school improvement through diminished motivation, lack of 

trust and decreased collaboration (Bjork, 2008; Castallo, 2003; Delagardelle, 2008; 

Mountford, 2004; Mountford, 2008).  

When so much energy is focused on a micro-level, the school board loses sight 

of the primary purpose of increased student achievement and the common mission and 

vision if the district (Mountford, 2008, pp. 90-91). The Curriculum Management Audit 

(Frase et al., 2001, p. 44) determined that school boards should focus on macro-

management rather than micromanagement.  Macro-management included hiring and 

evaluating the superintendent, establishing curriculum, and monitoring the overall 

progress of the district. Macro-management allows the school board and the 

superintendent to focus on the larger tasks of public education (Mountford, 2008, pp. 

90-91). The findings of gender bias are presented in the next subsection. 

Gender bias. 

Concerns about gender bias among school board members were identified in the 

narrative responses of primary participants. In this section, the relevant literature and 

findings regarding school board gender bias are presented. The literature on group 

faultlines (Lau & Murnighan, 1998) supports the identification of gender bias on school 

boards. As previously indicated, school boards in the United States are largely 

homogeneous—white male dominated—with fewer women and minorities represented. 

These faultlines are hypothetical dividing lines that split a group into subgroups based 

on attributes that may include race, sex or socio-economic status. When the majority of 

people on school boards function from the perspectives of white males, bias based on 
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gender is possible. 

The gender bias of school boards has also been shown in the literature as having 

negative consequences for the hiring of women to the superintendency. When the 

normative profile of superintendents is white male, it is difficult for board members to 

picture anyone other race/gender in the position (Kalbus, 2000). School boards have 

attempted to address this inequality be hiring impartial search consultants to facilitate 

the hiring process. A problem with this tactic is that search consultants can serve as an 

extension of the “old boy” network and reinforce the prevailing school-board beliefs 

regarding women’s capacity for school district leadership (Kamler & Shakeshaft, 1999). 

In the next subsection the findings of the research and relevant literature on school 

board training is presented. 

School-board training. 

Primary respondents indicated that they would like school boards to be trained 

to perform their proper roles, and that board members who do not comply with role 

expectations should face consequences. Many school board members begin their service 

without any formal school board training as 90% of states have no requirements for 

minimum education or training (Kowalski, 1999). Although training is available in 

many states, through the state school board associations, numbers of board members are 

not able or willing to attend. Training need not depend on external sources. The 

Lighthouse Inquiry (Delagardelle, 2008) proved that effective school board training can 

be created internally by board members and superintendents. The Lighthouse study 

examined leadership differences between high and low achieving school districts with 

particular attention focused on the role of the school board. Board members in pilot 
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districts developed a set of standards for board performance including knowledge, 

skills, and beliefs necessary for school board performance. These standards were 

created within the structured interactions of a high-functioning school board and are 

much more meaningful than expectations from external organizations (Delagardelle, 

2008). In the next section the emergent theme of politics is explored through the 

findings and the literature. 

Politics 

 Politics was identified as the second highest emerging theme for both primary 

and secondary participants, although primary participants (21%) rated it as a higher area 

of concern than secondary participants (14%). The main theme identified the difficulty 

of holding and advancing a unified mission and vision in the growing face of special 

interest groups (Fusarelli, 2005, p. 120; Gordon, 1997, pp. 200-202; Mountford, 2008, 

p. 81).  The position of superintendent has developed, along with the evolution of 

special interest groups, to the present stage of political strategist (Brunner et al, 2002) 

requiring more than street level political savvy (Bjork & Gurley, 2005). Early on, new 

superintendents must quickly size up the political landscape. Even after strategically 

plotting the political landscape, superintendents can find themselves out of a job very 

quickly. In one case study, a principal recalled that a superintendent “was driven out of 

town…. He just didn’t have it politically. He was not a shrewd politician….He was an 

educator” (Johnson, 1996, p. 157). Politics when used in the same domain as education 

carries an amoral tone. “A study of four females who left the superintendency in the 

early 1990s, for example, found that they almost always used the term politics 

negatively when talking about their administrative experiences (Tallerico, Poole, & 
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Burstyn, 1994). However, politics is inevitable in any system in which diverse groups 

compete for scarce resources (Bjork & Gurley, 2005; Hess, 2008). In the next section, 

the emergent themes related to time demands are discussed using pertinent literature. 

Time Demands 

 The emergent theme of time demands was identified with medium frequency by 

both primary (10%) and secondary participants (13%). Primary participants identified 

the job of superintendent as being a humanly impossible job with the expectation that 

the superintendent is on duty 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. The number of evening and 

weekend events force superintendents to decide between school functions or time with 

family and friends. It is not uncommon for superintendents to spend more than 65 hours 

per week working, especially when banquets, athletic events, and community meetings 

are a part of the agenda (Kowalski, 1999). Even after twelve-hour workdays 

superintendents are expected to be at peak performance during school board meetings 

that take place at the end of a full day (Domenech, 1996). Many primary respondents 

stated that unless the norm changed for the work-day and the workload, they would not 

be interested in pursuing the superintendency. The main reason given for this negative 

reaction was they did not want to sacrifice any more time away from their families. The 

superintendent’s job not only takes its toll on family relationships (Kowalski, 1995; 

Sharp & Walter, 1995), but it is also takes a toll on the mental and physical well-being 

of the superintendent. Unless superintendents are vigilant about stress reduction and 

physical health, they put themselves at risk for various diseases. “Heart problem, 

strokes, and cancer are now routinely linked to unhealthy lifestyles and stress (Wood & 

Wood, 1996). 
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Summary of Environmental Influences 

 Research question 1 asked What are the perceptions of women central office 

administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency regarding environmental 

influences on aspiration (support structures) and how do these perceptions compare 

with aspiring women central office administrators?” Responses examined for 

perceptions related to research question 1 were open-ended survey question 1 and select 

closed-ended survey questions from the AASA National Study of U.S. Women 

Superintendents and Central Office Administrators (Brunner & Grogan, 2007).  

 For both primary and secondary participants, the top three emerging themes 

were school boards, politics and time demands. Frequency and response information on 

all emergent themes in conjunction to environmental elements is given in Table 4.1 (pp. 

97-98). Major concerns about school boards included: the tendency of boards to 

micromanage; the existence of gender bias; and appropriate training in order for boards 

to do their job well. All of these concerns were supported by the literature although 

research-based literature on school board training was lacking and is an area for future 

studies.  

 Primary participants indicated through closed-ended, quantitative questions the 

following information about their school boards. School boards were identified as 

having: 1) five or seven members; 2) two to three women members; 3) few to no men or 

women of color; 4) members serving a length of 3-4 years; 5) members that are well or 

very well qualified for the position. Perceptions of primary participants regarding 

school board dynamics and decision making were: 1) school boards are active and 

aligned with the community interest; 2) central office administrators serve as 
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professional advisors to the board; 3) central office administrators drive policy; 4) 

school boards support school-based decision making; and 5) special interest groups 

have arisen and represent community, political community and religious groups. In the 

next section, emergent themes describing personal influences in how women central 

office administrators make decisions—based on the responses to open-ended survey 

question 6— are reported.   

III. Personal Influences 

 Farmer’s conceptual framework of achievement motivation identified personal 

influences as self-esteem, expressive and independent self-concepts, cooperative and 

competitive achievement styles, success attributions to effort and ability, intrinsic 

values, personal unconcern, and homemaking commitment. In the adapted model (used 

to guide this study), the primary focus is on personal conceptions and practices of 

power— power-over, power-with or a combination of both types of power. 

 Research question 2 asked: What are the perceptions of women central office 

administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency, regarding personal influences 

on aspiration (conceptions of power), and how do these perceptions compare with 

aspiring women central office administrators? These conceptions of power are explored 

through narrative responses to three open-ended questions (questions 5-7) from the 

AASA National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office 

Administrators (Brunner & Grogan, 2007).  

This section is divided into seven subsections. The first subsection reports 

findings for the open-ended survey question 5 that addressed conceptions of power and 

asked the participant to: Define power. The second subsection presents a discussion of 
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the findings and literature relevant to survey question 5. The third subsection reports 

findings for the open-ended survey question 6 that addressed perceived practices of 

power: How do you make decisions? The fourth subsection presents a discussion of the 

findings and literature relevant to survey question 6. The fifth subsection reports the 

findings for open-ended survey question 7 that asked: How do you get things done? The 

sixth subsection presents a discussion of the findings and literature relevant to survey 

question7. The seventh subsection provides the reader with a summary of the findings 

and discussion for this section on personal influences. 

Personal Influences (Define Power): Findings Reported 

 Definitions of power were identified by primary participants in nine emergent 

themes—as shown in Table 4.2 (p. 113). The table presents the frequency of the 

emergent themes in terms of percentages of the total responses, and the number of 

respondents indicating the theme. Data on frequency and number of responses is not 

consistent across all questions since participants could choose to indicate more than one 

theme per question and could also choose not to respond. In response to survey question 

5, primary participants defined power as influence with the highest frequency (28%) 

followed by one medium frequency theme—collaboration. Secondary participants’ 

identified one high frequency theme—influence (30%) and two medium frequency 

themes: collaboration, and authority or control. Table 4.2 (p. 113) illustrates there is no 

significant difference between primary and secondary participants in the identified 

emergent themes related to definitions of power. In the next three sections, findings for 

the high and medium frequency responses (influence and collaboration) from primary 
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participants are presented, and the findings from the additional data sorting and analysis 

of the participants’ perceived conceptions of power are illustrated in Table 4.3 (p. 115). 

 
Table 4.2: Comparison of Aspiring and Non-aspiring Women Central Office 
Administrators’ Responses to Survey Question 5: Define power. 

Items Identified 
Non-Aspiring 

(149 total respondents) 
Aspiring 

(112 total respondents) 
 % n=# % n=# 
Influence 28% 41 30% 31 
Collaboration 15% 23 19% 20 
Getting the Job Done 9% 14 7% 7 
Authority or Control 9% 13 12% 13 
Affecting Change 9% 13 9% 9 
Empowering Others 8% 12 6% 6 
Leadership 5% 7 6% 6 
Motivate 4% 6 1% 1 
Knowledge 3% 5 6% 6 
 

Influence 

 Primary participants’ responses related to influence were divided into two 

interpretation categories. One category (power-over) contained the expression that 

influence is the power to get others to do what you want them to do, even if they don’t 

want to do it. Power was described in terms of control over others, situations, and 

decisions—even without when people were unaware of being controlled. The second 

category (power-with) held descriptions of influence as helping others attain a desired 

goal—either individual or group. Words and phrases like motivation, working with 

others, and accomplishing common goals were used in this category.  

 The following is a selection of responses taken from open-ended survey 

question 5, indicating a power-over conception: 1) “The ability to get others to do what 

you want them to do” (B699); 2) “Having the ability to influence behavior of others” 
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(W57); 3) “Ability to get others to do what you want” (W69); 4) “The art of getting 

someone to do something that they didn’t want to do” (W671); 5) “Possessing 

knowledge, money, charisma, political connections or family connections in such 

amounts that one can influence individuals to do as one demands” (W1015) and 6) 

“Power is the ability to influence others, whether by coercion, withholding of reward or 

threatening punishment” (W1086). The definition of power as influence was also 

described by primary participants in power-with terms: 1) “Power is the ability to move 

people to be the best they can be” (W537); 2) “The ability to get staff and community to 

work toward common goals” (W753); 3) “Power is the ability to influence others in a 

positive way to enable people to reach their full potential, and to be able to bring about 

change” (W831).  In the next section the findings are presented for the emergent theme 

of collaboration as described by primary participants.  

Collaboration 

 Primary participants, who conceptualized power as collaboration, described it as 

something to be shared, with the ultimate goal of bringing stakeholders together to 

make decisions that are for the good of all. They used terms and phrases such as 

teamwork, unity, collegial, instill leadership, common goals, and encouraging others. 

All primary participants used similar language to describe collaboration with no 

apparent difference in perceived meanings—just like in the case for the emergent theme 

influence. The following are selections from the narrative responses of primary 

participants describing power as collaboration: 1) “Working with others for the good of 

all” (W290); 2) “Collaboration! Positional power is only effective in the short run” 

(W700); 3) “Teamwork- moving forward with unity of purpose and focused on student 
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achievement” (W755). In the next subsection, findings on power conceptions as they 

relate to definitions of power are presented. 

Power Conceptions: Definition of Power 

 Responses to survey question 5 were sorted and examined to determine the 

conceptions of power that were held by primary participants. Emergent themes were not 

strictly sorted into power conceptions but each narrative response was examined for key 

words and phrases indicated the power conception. See pp. 84-86 for a detailed 

explanation of this additional sort. Conceptions of power are defined as a power-over, 

power-with, and a combination of both types. Perceptions between primary and 

secondary participants were similar and both identified power-over others with the 

highest frequency, as shown in Table 4.3 (p. 115), although secondary participants were 

divided equally between a power-over and a power-with conception. In the next section, 

the findings and literature on the personal influences described in the definitions of 

power are discussed. 

Table 4.3: Conceptions of Power Identified in Survey Question 5: Define power. 
Approach Identified Non-Aspiring Aspiring 
Power-over 54% 48% 
Power-with 37% 47% 
Combination 2% 2% 
Unable to Determine 7% 3% 
 

Personal Influences (Define Power): Findings Discussed 

 This section on the findings and literature related to the personal influences 

identified in the primary participants definition of power is divided into three 

subsections—influence, collaboration, and power conceptions. 
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Influence 

 The term influence is frequently used when discussing the notion of power.  

“Influence tends to be subtler, broader, and more general than power. Both 

influence and power can be defined as the ability to change behavior in others, 

but power embodies the ability to do so with regularity and ease. Influence is 

weaker and less reliable than power. Also, power rests on a number of specific 

sources or foundations . . . . Influence relies on particular tasks and often 

employs face-to-face interactions. Thus, the exercise of influence tends to be 

more subtle that the exercise of power” (Vecchio, 2007, p. 69). 

 According to the literature, influence can take two forms and is consistent with 

the conceptions of power as power-over and power-with. Scott (2001) referred to 

power-over influence as “corrective influence” and power-with influence as “persuasive 

influence”. Corrective influence occurs when resources are used as “punitive or 

remunerative sanctions that are able to work directly on the interests” of others through 

force or manipulation. Persuasive influence occurs when there are “shared cognitive 

meanings and shared value commitments on which intrinsically appropriate reasons for 

action can be offered and regarded as plausible” (Scott, 2001, p. 13). This finding of the 

two forms of influence is consistent with the finding in the narrative responses that 

primary participants have two perspectives on influence—one described influence in 

terms of making people do what you want them to do and the other was using influence 

to support people in doing what they want to do in line with the mission of the 

organization.  
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Collaboration 

 The narrative responses of primary participants, indicating power is aligned with 

collaboration, is consistent with the literature in education and business describing how 

women lead. In the literature, collaboration is defined as “the ability to work in a group, 

eliciting and offering support to each member, creating a synergistic environment for 

everyone" (Reagan & Brooks, 1995, p. 26). Collaboration is consistent with the 

prevailing literature, over the past two decades, on women and power (Brunner, 1995, 

1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 2000b, 2002b; Brunner & Schumaker, 1998; Dana & Bourisaw, 

2006; Helgesen, 1990, Shakeshaft, 1993). In the literature on women and power, 

evidence suggests that women perceive social reality differently than men, and that their 

sense of integrity is tied to service with and to others (Gilligan, 1982; Shakeshaft, 

1989)—practices that result in a shifted focus from leadership to followership 

(Hollander & Offermann, 1990). In school administration, followership approaches to 

leadership are apparent in how women administrators define their days. For example, 

they spend more time interacting with teachers, principals and students than do their 

male counterparts (Shakeshaft, 1989). In the next section, emergent themes describing 

personal influences in how women central office administrators make decisions—based 

on the responses to open-ended survey question 6— are reported.   

Personal Influences (Making Decisions): Findings Reported 

 How women central office administrators make decisions was described by 

primary participants in twelve emergent themes as shown in Table 4.3 (p. 115). The 

table presents the frequency of the emergent themes in terms of percentages of the total 

responses and the number of respondents indicating the theme. Data on frequency and 
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number of responses is not consistent across all questions as participants could choose 

to indicate more than one theme per question and could also choose not to respond to 

the question. Decision-making themes identified with high frequency by primary 

participants were: 1) consulting others (41%), 2) research and data (37%), and 3) 

shared/collaboration (34%). These three themes were also identified by secondary 

participants at a similar rate. Themes identified by primary participants at a medium rate 

of frequency were 1) decide (20%) and 2) with reflection on pros, cons or options 

(18%). These also were consistent with secondary participants. A comparison of all 

themes identified by aspiring and non-aspiring women central office administrators is 

provided in Table 4.4 (p. 118).  

Table 4.4: Comparison of Aspiring and Non-aspiring Women Central Office 
Administrators’ Responses to Survey Question 6: How do you make decisions? 
Items Identified Non-Aspiring 

(167 total respondents) 
Aspiring 

(124 total respondents) 
 % n=# % n=# 
Consult Others 41% 68 41% 52 
Research and Data 37% 62 47% 51 
Shared/Collaboration 34% 57 30% 37 
Decide 20% 33 26% 32 
Reflection on Pros, Cons, 
or Options 

18% 29 19% 23 

Experience or History 6% 10 5% 6 
Group Consensus 3% 5 3% 4 
Policy or Law 3% 5 2% 3 
Intuition 2% 4 2% 3 
Fair and Equitable 3% 2 1% 4 
Resource Consideration 1% 2 1% 1 
 

In the initial analysis, consulting others and shared/collaboration were melded into one 

emergent theme, but apparent differences in power conceptions in the process and the 



   119 

 

end-result made it necessary to separate them. Consulting others often only includes 

experts or a select few trusted others with the ultimate decision resting with the 

decision-maker who may or may not heed the advice of the trusted others. Shared and 

collaborative decision-making is more inclusive in both the process and the product and 

includes a variety of stakeholders. Findings on emergent themes, regarding how 

primary participants make decisions, are divided into six sections: 1) consult others; 2) 

research and data; 3) shared/collaboration; 4) decide; and 5) reflection on pros, cons, or 

options; and 6) an analysis of the conceptions of power used by the primary participants 

in decision-making. 

Consult Others 

 Consulting others was a high frequency emergent theme in response to the 

question of how primary participants make decisions. Within the 68 narrative responses 

of primary respondents, it was determined with whom the consulting occurred in 46 of 

the responses. Thirty of the responses indicated that consultation included only experts 

or trusted others. Terms used to describe these persons were: senior staff, respected 

persons, credible people, administrative team, experts, peers, management team, 

directors, colleagues, central office, and older and wise people. Terms used to describe 

a wider field for consultation were: stakeholder, community, those affected, all involved 

or impacted, and a wide group of different constituencies. 

Research and Data 

 Research and Data was a high frequency emergent theme identified by primary 

participants in answer to the question, How do you make decisions? Primary 

participants researched and received data from a number of formal and informal 
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sources. Formal research and data gathering occurred through research publications, test 

data, statistics, policies and procedures. Informal data was collected through 

observation, conversations with others about their opinions or past experiences, and 

based on their own past experiences. 

Shared/Collaboration 

 The high frequency theme—shared and collaborative decision-making—

revealed responses similar to those revealed in consulting others. Two distinctive circles 

of collaboration emerged—those only including expert others and those including a 

variety of stakeholders and interested others. The difference was that shared and 

collaborative decision-making included a wide variety of interested parties more often 

than experts. In fact, experts were only mentioned seven times within the 57 responses. 

Decide 

 Decide was identified by primary participants with a medium frequency. Decide 

was defined as the end product of the decision-making process with the primary 

participant making the ultimate decision. Of the 33 responses, all of them indicated that 

they make the final call in the decision-making process regardless of what occurred up 

to that point. Some decided after consultation, collaboration, based on past experiences, 

or just what felt right in their heart. 

Reflection on Pros, Cons, or Options  

 Reflection on pros, cons, or options indicated the process by which primary 

participants make decisions. Twenty-nine participants said that they gather all the 

information available and weigh it with what they know and believe to determine the 
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best course of action. It is a deliberate process of looking at all possible sides of the 

issues and including all stakeholders.  

Power Conceptions: Practice of Decision-making 

 Both primary and secondary participants indicated the power conception they 

use in decision-making most often is a combination of power-over and power-with 

conceptions as shown in Table 4.5 (p. 121). There is no discernable difference between 

non-aspiring and aspiring women central office superintendents. In the next section, 

discussion of the findings for each emergent theme, for decision-making, and the 

relevant literature is presented. 

Table 4.5: Conceptions of Power Identified in Survey Question 6 
Approach Identified Non-Aspiring Aspiring 
Power-over 22% 25% 
Power-with 20% 20% 
Combination 56% 52% 
Unable to Determine 2% 0% 
 

Personal Influences (Make Decisions): Findings Discussed 

 This section discusses the findings and the literature for the area of personal 

influences in the way primary participants make decisions. It is divided into six 

sections: 1) consult others; 2) research and data; 3) shared/collaboration; 4) decide; 5) 

reflection on pros, cons, or options; and 6) power conceptions. 

Consult Others 

 The findings for the emergent theme of consulting others identified that 

consulting is, more often than not, conducted with those that are considered experts or 

members of the administrator’s inner circle. This was the justification for separating this 

emergent them, shared/collaboration, even though they both involve bringing others 
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into the decision-making process. Although there is much written about women and 

collaboration, nothing definitive could be found in the research literature addressing the 

power implications of making decision primarily on the input and advice of a select few 

in the decision-making process.   

Research and Data 

 Findings on the emergent theme of research and data indicated both an attention 

to formal and informal sources of data and research. Superintendents are expected to be 

experts in all facets of education and especially in this era of high accountability and 

high stakes testing they are looked upon more than ever as instructional leaders (Barnett 

& Lee, 1994; Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Gulek, 2003; U.S Department of Education, 

2002).  Along with data for the purposes of improving instruction, educational 

administrators need to have specific knowledge that is not easily found in a test result. 

This is the information collected through relationships and interactions with others in 

the school, central office, and community. The interactions required in this gathering 

and sharing of information build social networks that allow the administrator to 

effectively and efficiently access resources from which they can gather the necessary 

information run the school system. The benefits from these social networks have been 

referred to as social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Field, 2008; Halpert, 2005; Lin 

2001). When social capital is created, members of the network have access to 

information which “facilitates access to broader sources of information and improves 

information’s quality, relevance, and timeliness” (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 29). 

Shared/Collaboration 

 There is a great deal of literature on shared and collaborative decision-making in 
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both the fields of education and business. Shared or collaborative decision making is 

consistent with the literature on women’s ways of leading in either case (Brunner, 1995, 

1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 2000b, 2002b; Brunner & Schumaker, 1998; Dana & Bourisaw, 

2006; Helgesen, 1990, Regan & Brooks, 1995; Shakeshaft, 1993; Valian, 2000). 

According to Brunner and Grogan (2005), more women superintendents actively seek 

community participation in decision making than men superintendents (p. 241). Brunner 

(1997) also noted that “collaborative decision-making, although difficult, has proven to 

facilitate school reforms that advance social justice with an emphasis on academic 

achievement for every child” (p. 9). Strong community building skills and interpersonal 

skills, as well as political acuity, enable women superintendents and central office 

administrators access to important resources to support educational initiatives. The 

problems facing education are too difficult for any one group to solve. Effective 

superintendents draw stakeholder and others into collaboration which results in “new 

opportunities for learning” for all involved (Carter & Cunningham, 1997. p. 188). 

Decide 

 Decisions have been referred to as the “primary output of all administration” 

(Baird, 1989, p. 4) When at the top of the hierarchy, sometimes the decision-making 

process comes down to that person just having to make the decision. That responsibility 

also comes with a risk of blame should the decision turn out badly. Although there is 

much written about sharing and collaboration in decision-making, there is a lack of 

literature related to the isolated decision-making practiced by superintendents. Such 

decision-making may be due to the political nature of the superintendency (Johnson, 

1996; Bjork & Gurley, 2005; Hess, 2008). 
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Reflection of Pros, Cons, or Options 

 The last medium-frequency emergent theme identified by primary participants 

regarding decision-making was reflection on pros, cons, or options. Reflecting on pros 

and cons and considering options is a tactic employed in decision-making situations 

where high conflict exists among alternatives (Lipshitz & Strauss, 1997, p. 150). The 

purpose of using this method is to reduce ambiguity, uncertainty, and associated risk. 

The reflection of pros, cons, or options has been referred to in the literature as the 

scientific approach to decision-making (Kowalski, 1999). This approach is considered a 

“rational model” for decision-making. As noted by Simon, “Rationality refers to ‘a set 

of skills or aptitudes we use to see if we can get from here to there—to find courses of 

action that will lead to the accomplishment of goals’” (Giesecke, 1993, p. 393). 

Rational decision-making is based on an orderly, systematic process to make impartial 

decisions based on the choices available (Kowalski, 1999). The rational model 

suggested by some authors is a seven step process: 1) identify the problem; 2) analyze 

the problem; 3) collect pertinent data; 4) identify alternative actions; 5) evaluate 

effectiveness; 6) implement preferred alternatives; and 7) evaluate the outcome. In the 

next section, primary participants’ conceptions of power used in decision-making are 

discussed. 

Power Conceptions: Practice of Decision-making 

 The analysis of the data on concepts of power used by primary participants in 

decision-making indicated that nearly half chose a combination of power conceptions. 

The other half of participants was divided between practicing power-over and practicing 

power-with. The literature does not reveal the reasons why the majority of primary 
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participants would choose a combination of power concepts and attributing causation in 

this study would be purely speculative and inappropriate. In the next section, the 

emergent themes related to how participants get things done are reported. 

Personal Influences (Getting Things Done): Findings Reported 

 The twenty identified emergent themes related to how participants get things 

done are shown in Table 4.6 (p. 125). The table presents the frequency of the emergent 

themes in terms of percentages of total responses and the number of respondents 

indicating the theme. Data on frequency and number of responses is not consistent 

across all questions as participants could choose to indicate more than one theme per 

question and could also choose whether or not to respond to the question.  

 
Table 4.6: Comparison of Aspiring and Non-aspiring Women Central Office 
Administrators’ Responses to Survey Question 7: How do you get things done? 
Items Identified Non-Aspiring 

(141 total respondents) 
Aspiring 

(107 total respondents) 
 % n=# % n=# 
Organization and 
Planning 

38% 53 51% 55 

Delegating 30% 42 26% 28 
Long Hours/Hard Work 28% 39 16% 17 

Long Hours 17% 24 13% 14 

Hard Work 11% 15 3% 3 

Collaboration 26% 36 18% 19 
Time Management 9% 12 6% 6 
Monitor and Follow-
through 

7% 10 8% 8 

Competently and 
Efficiently 

6% 9 11% 12 

Empower Others 6% 9 9% 10 
 

Support 5% 7 8% 9 
Utilize Resources 2% 3 2% 2 
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Items Identified 
(continued from p. 126) 

Non-Aspiring 
(141 total respondents) 

Aspiring 
(107 total respondents) 

 % n=# % n=# 
Research 2% 3 7% 7 
Clear Expectations 2% 2 1% 1 
Meetings 2% 2 3% 3 
Threatening 1% 1 0% 0 
 

In response to survey question 7, primary participants defined power as organization 

and planning with the highest frequency (38%), followed by delegating (30%), and 

long hours and hard work (28%), and collaboration (26%). Secondary participants’ 

identified the high frequency themes of organization and planning (51%), delegating 

(26%), and two medium frequency themes of collaboration (18%) and long hours and 

hard work (16%).  Findings on emergent themes, regarding how primary participants 

get things done, are divided into five sections: 1) organization and planning; 2) 

delegating; 3) long hours and hard work; 4) collaboration; and 5) an analysis of the 

conceptions of power used by the primary participants in how they get things done. 

Organization and Planning 

 Both primary and secondary participants identified organization and planning, 

with the highest frequency, when asked to identify how they get things done. However, 

frequency of this emerging theme among primary participants (non-aspiring WCOA) 

(38%) was significantly lower than secondary participants (51%). Primary participants’ 

responses included: 1) “Being well organized and working 12 hours a day” (B699); 2) 

“Make lists, prioritize, work late, lose sleep, delegate, empower” (W16); 3) “Highly 

organized; set goals and tasks; prioritize each day” (W18); 4) “I keep lists, and move 

through tasks efficiently. I surround myself with capable assistants” (W31); 5) “Very 
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organized—time management” (W37); 6) “Identify a plan of action with identified 

priorities and securing the support of critical others. It really helps to build the capacity 

of others” (W50); 7) “By spending the time needed to see the task completed, by 

engaging others in tasks, by setting priorities” (W79); 8) “JUST DO IT— know when 

and who to delegate. Good communication, clear line of sight to mission, plan and 

follow-through” (W293); 9) “I delegate, organize, get out of the way, check on 

progress, develop timelines, trust other people, and sometimes do it myself” (W308); 

and 10) I am very well organized; I do not mind delegating responsibilities and allowing 

others to make decisions within their delegated roles” (W554).  There were a total of 53 

responses from primary participants regarding organization and planning. Thirty-six 

percent of the responses included delegation as one of the ways they organize and plan.  

Delegating 

 Both primary and secondary participants indicated they use delegation as a way 

to get things done with a high frequency.  Responses from primary participants that 

indicated the use of delegation were: 1) “I mostly get them initiated. Select efficient 

people to carry on. Expect success” (B925); 2) “My multi-job position requires that I 

complete many tasks, and I delegate to others” (W6); 3) “I empower others to do the 

job. I delegate” (W647); 4) “Some things I delegate and monitor. Other things I 

accomplish in a team/group” (W710); 5) “I delegate and manage the process of getting 

things done. As long as the outcome is within acceptable parameters, it’s good” 

(W726); 6) “By delegating when practical and including others in the process so that 

they will partner; 7) “Mobilizing resources. Matching tasks to personnel” (W893); 8) 

“Because the amount of work is overwhelming, I have learned to delegate more” 
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(W973); 9)”Determine who is the best qualified/most knowledgeable for the tasks at 

hand and who is available or can handle one more task” (W1046); and 10) “Learning to 

delegate more and utilizing teacher leaders” (W1242). 

Collaboration 

 Primary participants indicated they use collaboration as a method of getting 

things done at a high rate of frequency. Secondary participants also indicated 

collaboration but at a lesser rate in the medium frequency range. Responses of primary 

participants indicating the theme of collaboration as a way to get things done included: 

1) “By working hard with a well trained, highly motivated and committed team who 

stay child focused” (W529); 2) “Gain support of critical people (administration, Board 

e.g.) and reach consensus” (W542); 3) “Collaboratively, but not too large a group. Pick 

good people to follow through” (W604); 4) I empower others to do the job. I collaborate 

with others and share decision making” (W647); 5) “Shared decision-making— by 

consensus, by building ownership and processes with groups” (W700); 6) “Through 

collaborative decision-making and by keeping the communication channels wide open”; 

7) “Teamwork” (W755); 8) By including others in the process so that they will partner. 

I believe that collectively we are much more able to find success” (W785); 9) “Using 

my team so that no one has to do it all” (W852); and 10) “Usually assemble teams, 

assign duties, come back together until goal is accomplished” (W934).  

Long hours and Hard Work 

 Primary respondents indicated that they spend long hours on the job with a high 

rate of frequency (28%). Secondary participants` indicated they get things done through 

long hours and hard work significantly less often (16%). When the emergent theme is 



   129 

 

divided into two separate themes, the data indicates that primary participants identified 

long hours at a medium frequency (17%) and hard work in the same range (11%). 

Secondary participants indicated long hours at a medium frequency (13%) and hard 

work at a low frequency (3%). Responses of primary participants on the theme of long 

hours included: 1) “Being well-organized and working 12 hours a day” (W699); 2) 

“Many evenings at the office” (W56); 3) “Work 24 hours a day!” (W69); 4) “People by 

day. Paper by night” (W937); 5) “Work long hours to stay informed and productive” 

(W959); 6) “Work after hours and at home” (W1065); 7) “Many after-hours of work at 

home and at the office” (W1280); and 8) Working 12 hours a day and on weekends. I’m 

completing this on a Saturday” (W1293).  

 Primary participants indicated that not only do they work long hours but that 

they also work hard: 1) “By working hard and motivating others to work hard” (B881); 

2) “By working hard and prioritizing” (B1287); 3) “Work harder and longer than others. 

Never ask others to do what you would not/could not do” (W290); 4) “By working hard 

with a well-trained, highly motivated and committed team who stay child focused” 

(W529); and 5) “I work hard! I find that many women in central office take work home 

because there is little time during the day to complete paperwork. Paperwork must be 

done at home” (W1014).  In the next section, emergent themes describing personal 

influences in how women central office administrators make decisions—based on the 

responses to open-ended survey question 6— are reported.   

Power Conceptions: Getting Things Done 

 Both primary and secondary participants indicated the power conception they 

use most often to get things done as a power-over conception. The combination of 
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power-over and power-with was indicated second most often and power-with at a much 

lower frequency as shown in Table 4.7 (p 130). Reminder to the reader: emergent 

themes were not strictly sorted into power conceptions but each narrative response was 

examined for key words and phrases indicated the power conception. See pp. 85-87 for 

a detailed explanation of this additional sort. There is little difference between non-

aspiring and aspiring women central office superintendents although within each 

participant group there is a notable difference between power-with and the other two 

conceptions of power. In the next section, a summary of the findings for primary 

participants on the high and medium frequency theme for how they get things done is 

presented. 

Table 4.7: Conceptions of Power Identified in Survey Question 7 
Concept Identified Non-Aspiring Aspiring 
Power-over 46% 49% 
Power-with 14% 14% 
Combination 40% 37% 
 

Personal Influences (Getting Things Done): Findings Discussed 

 In this section the findings on the data for how primary participants get things 

done and the relevant literature is discussed. The section is divided into five subsections 

on high and medium frequency emergent themes— in order of declining frequency: 1) 

organization and planning; 2) delegating; 3) collaboration; 4) long hours and hard work; 

and 5) power conception used in getting things done. 

Organization and Planning 

 The superintendency is a daunting responsibility that requires superintendents to 

have excellent organization and planning skills. The findings for organization and 
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planning are consistent with literature on the professional standards for the 

superintendency. The American Association of School Administrators developed eight 

professional standards for the superintendency (1993). Within the standard of 

organization management there are 12 sub skills, each addressing organization within 

different contexts. The standard for organizational management supports the assertions 

of WCOA that, in order to get things done, they need to be skilled at organization and 

planning (Kowalski, 1999, p. 14). The Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium 

(ISLLC) also identified standards for educational administrators outlined in six 

managerial responsibilities (Brown-Ferrigno & Glass, 2005, p. 144): 1) school law; 2) 

personnel administration; 3) finance and budgeting; 4) facilities administration; 5) 

collective bargaining and contract maintenance; and 6) public relations. These 

responsibilities are many and require a keen organizational ability. Educational 

administrators need to become adept at time management by “studying how time is 

spent, evaluating time allocations in light of priorities and emerging issues, and 

planning and building a time schedule for future work” (Kowalski, 1999, p. 346). 

Delegating 

“Delegation occurs when some people ask others to perform tasks on their behalf. 

For most of us, delegation is an important part of daily life. Delegation is beneficial 

because we can use it to overcome personal limitations. This benefit is important 

because each of us has limited time, energy, and talents. When the people to whom 

we delegate devote their time, energy and talents to our needs, delegation increases 

the number of tasks that we can accomplish” (Lupia, 2001, p. 3375)”.  

 The central office administrator is a department head and provides leadership to 
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schools and programs for which she is responsible. Delegating is a strategy used to keep 

up with the demands and expectations of employees, parents, teachers, community, the 

superintendent and school board members.  

Collaboration 

 Collaboration, consensus building, and inclusion are characteristic of women’s 

conceptions of power (Brunner, 1995, 1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 2000b, 2002b; Brunner & 

Schumaker, 1998; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006; Helgesen, 1990, Shakeshaft, 1993) and 

have been described as an “ethic of care” (Noddings, 1984; McCall, 1995; Brunner, 

1998b). A finding of the research was that although women identified collaboration in 

how they get things done when the narrative responses are examined for power 

conception, the majority of participants indicated they practice a power-over or 

combination of power conception. Forty-six percent of primary participants were 

classified by their responses as power-over and 40% were classified as combination.   

Long Hours and Hard Work 

 The long hours and hard work of educational administration is widely accepted 

as fact (Brunner & Grogan, 2007; Carter & Cunningham, 1997; Chase, 1995; Grogan, 

1996; Kowalski, 1999). The data revealed that primary participants perceived they get 

things done through long hours and hard work at a high frequency (28%) and secondary 

participants their perception that they get things done through long hours and hard work 

at a medium frequency (16%). See table 4.8 (p. 133) for details. When the data is 

broken down further to look for difference between long hours and hard work, the data 

reveals that both groups are in agreement that the hours are long but some disagreement 

seems to exist on whether or not the work is hard. 
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Table 4.8 Perceptions of long hours and hard work 
Items Identified Non-Aspiring 

(141 total respondents) 
Aspiring 

(107 total respondents) 
 % n=# % n=# 
Long Hours/Hard Work 28% 39 16% 17 

Long Hours 17% 24 13% 14 

Hard Work 11% 15 3% 3 

 

It is difficult to determine if the lack of aspiration in primary participants resulted in the 

perception of the job as hard or if the perception of the job as hard led to the lack of 

aspiration. The same argument could be made for aspiring women holding the opposite 

perception of the difficulty of the work. One theory that has been proposed to explain 

women’s feelings of fulfillment derived from challenging tasks has been termed Flow, 

also known as optimal experience. The characteristics of optimal experience have been 

described as: concentration so intense that there is no time left over to think about 

anything irrelevant, or to worry about problems. Self-consciousness disappears, and the 

sense of time becomes distorted (Csikszentmihalyi 1990, 1997 cited in Brunner & 

Grogan, 2007, p. 133). 

Power Conceptions: Getting Things Done 

 There was no discernable difference between primary and secondary 

participants in their conceptions of power in how they get things done. Both groups of 

participants relied on a power-over or combination of power conceptions (see Table 4.7, 

p. 130). Without the ability to probe further into their responses the reasons for this 

departure from the research on women’s ways of leading are not apparent. 

Summary of Personal Influences 

 The summary of personal influences is divided into three sections. Each section 
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summarizes the findings and discussion for each of the three survey questions used to 

collect data on the personal influences on motivation (power conceptions) for primary 

participants. The sections are: 1) definitions of power; 2) decision-making; and 3) 

getting things done. 

Summary of Definitions of Power 

 Primary participants’ definition of power reported at a high frequency was 

influence and at a medium frequency was collaboration. Secondary participants also 

rated these two themes with the same frequency rates.  Primary participants were 

divided into two camps as to how they interpreted influence. One group perceived it as 

a power-over conception of using influence to force others to do what you what them to 

so and the other identified it as a power-with conception using influence to support the 

achievement of common goals. Power conceptions expressed in the definitions of power 

by primary participants were primarily power-over conceptions. The high and medium 

frequency themes of influence and collaboration are present in the literature and the 

findings. The definition of power, identified by primary participants as power-over, 

conflicts with the research on women and power which has been written about as a 

power-with or collaborative conception of power (Brunner, 1995, 1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 

2000b, 2002b; Brunner & Schumaker, 1998; Dana & Bourisaw, 2006; Helgesen, 1990, 

Regan & Brooks, 1995; Shakeshaft, 1993; Valian, 2000).  

Summary of Decision-making 

 There were several high frequency themes identified in relation to decision-

making: consult others, research and data, shared/collaboration, reflection of pros, cons, 

or option, and decide. These themes were consistent across the board for secondary 
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participants with the exception that secondary participants identified research and data 

at a notably higher rate of frequency. Although much has been written on women who 

use collaboration, the power differences occurring during collaboration and consulting 

others is evident in the research literature. The use of research and data to make 

decisions has gained more attention in the literature in recent years with the increase in 

standards-based education and high stakes testing. The emergent theme of reflection on 

pros, cons, or options is represented in the literature by research on the scientific 

method of decision-making or rationale model. Power used in getting something done 

was equated nearly half the time with a power-over or power-with conceptions and the 

other half equated a combination of power conceptions with getting something done. 

Summary of Getting Things Done 

 Several high frequency themes were identified with primary participants’ 

perceptions in how they get things done: organization and planning, delegation, long 

hours and hard work and collaboration. Secondary participants identified organization 

and planning and delegation at a high frequency and collaboration, long hours and hard 

work at a medium frequency. Organization and planning was found in the literature on 

standards for effective superintendents as one of the competencies necessary for 

success. Again, collaboration is consistent with the literature on women’s way of 

leading. The theme of long hours and hard work revealed a distinct difference between 

how non-aspiring and aspiring women perceive of the difficulty of the superintendency. 

Both groups identified with long hours but differed on whether the work is hard with 

more primary participants than secondary participants stating that the job is difficult. 

There was no discernable difference between groups of participants in power 
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conceptions equated with getting things done. Both groups relied on a power-over or a 

combination of power conceptions. In the next section, narrative responses contributing 

to future learning are explored. 

IV. Future Learning  

 Future learning was not included in Farmer’s (1985) original framework but was 

added in the modified framework in order to take advantage of the additional 

information shared by primary participants in response to the open-ended survey 

question 8 which asked, “What else do we need to know about women in the 

superintendency or central office?”  The additional data was explored for background, 

personal and environmental elements affecting aspiration and answered research 

question 3 which asked, “What are the perceptions of women central office 

administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency, regarding what needs to be 

known about women in the superintendency, and how do these perceptions compare 

with aspiring women central office administrators?” This section is divided into three 

subsections. The first subsection reports the findings of survey question 8. The second 

subsection discusses the findings and the relevant literature. The third section provides 

the reader a summary on future learning. 

Future Learning: Findings Reported 

 The category of future learning consists of 24 emergent themes as shown in 

Table 4.9 (pp. 137-138). The question was very open and resulted in an array of 

responses covering themes raised by earlier question and additional themes not 

previously covered. This subsection is further divided into 3 sections. None of the 

emergent themes for either primary or secondary participants was reported with a high 
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frequency.  Primary participants reports two themes with a medium frequency: Good 

Old Boys and Gender Bias and Other Things to be Known—a catch-all category for 

narrative responses that did not fit into any emergent themes. Secondary participants’ 

described two themes with medium frequency: Good Old Boys and Gender Bias and 

Mentors and Networking. Although narrative responses have been isolated to primary 

participants, narrative data from secondary participants on the emergent theme of  

Table 4.9: Comparison of Aspiring and Non-aspiring Women Central Office 
Administrators’ Responses to Survey Question 8: What else do we need to know about 
women in the superintendency or central office? 
Items Identified Non-Aspiring Aspiring 
 % n=# % n=# 
Other Things to Be 
Known 

16% 17 9% 8 

Good Old Boys and 
Gender Bias 

15% 15 14% 14 

Characteristics 9% 10 10% 9 
Hardworking or 
Overworked 

8% 9 5% 4 

Gender not the Issue 7% 8 5% 4 
Family 6% 6 2% 2 
Opportunity and 
Recruiting 

5% 5 7% 6 

Mentors and Networks 4% 4 18% 16 
Questions 4% 4 5% 4 
School Boards 4% 4 6% 5 

 
Women Supporting 
Women 

4% 4 2% 2 

Education and Training 3% 3 2% 2 
Equal to Men 3% 3 2% 2 
Need More 3% 3 3% 3 
Relationships 2% 2 2% 2 
Relocation 2% 2 1% 1 
Salary and Compensation 3% 3 3% 3 
Lonely 2% 2 2% 1 
Personal Time and 
Finding Balance 

2% 2 6% 5 
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Items Identified Non-Aspiring Aspiring 
 % n=# % n=# 
Race 2% 2 1% 1 
Respect 2% 2 0% 0 
Leadership Styles 1% 1 8% 7 
Politics 1% 1 1% 1 
Superintendent. Position 
not Attractive 

1% 1 1% 1 

 

Mentors and Networks is presented for future learning as the frequency of the theme 

was notably higher than that of primary participants. Next, the findings are reported for 

Good Old Boys and Gender Bias. 

Good Old Boys and Gender Bias 

 Primary participants’ responses indicated they had experienced gender bias and 

unequal treatment due to being female as this emergent theme indicated. Responses 

indicated the perception that the glass ceiling still exists and women continue to work 

harder than their male counterparts in order to gain the same recognition and status. 

Narrative responses that convey these conditions of inequality included: 1) “It’s a man’s 

world. The good old boys are alive and well” (B912); 2) “Many male building level 

administrators have a problem reporting to a female and gravitate outside the chain of 

command to exert influence” (W43); 3) “(Women) are not given the respect and credit 

for work done” (W53); 4) “Work load of women compared to that of man in central 

office (is higher)” (W57); 5) “Women leaders need to understand that in many parts of 

the country what would be considered strength and decision in a man may be 

considered cold and ‘bitchy’ in a woman. You just can’t get bent out of shape when 

they call you ‘little lady’” (W293); 6) “I can’t speak for all organizations, but in mine 
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there are 2 women assistant superintendents and 1 male. The women can get twice as 

much done with more people feeling good about their input than the man can. Yet, he 

remains and the other woman and I have to pick up his slack. Is this the GOB system? 

The other woman and I have doctorates, he does not, yet we all get the same salary. It’s 

a system; however, I choose to stay in” (W483); 7) “Even in California, women are 

treated as less intelligent in administration. The political arena in the city is still the 

good “old boys” in which the woman is not welcome. Being female and blonde, I get 

treated that way a lot even though I am only an assistant superintendent. I do not wish to 

spend my last 10 years in education trying to ‘reform’ this attitude in order to be 

superintendent” (W823); 8) “That we are left on the outside of the ‘old boy’ group even 

now. We are expected to give up our family responsibilities for ‘the job’” (W877); 9) It 

is my observation that an incompetent or poorly prepared female superintendent sours a 

community on female leadership forever—but not so with male incompetency” (W937); 

and 10) “That generally we have to work very hard to establish credibility that is 

usually assumed of a male superintendent. Without the connections it is more difficult 

to establish a network—especially if moving to a new area” (W974). In the next section, 

the theme of “Other” is detailed for the issues primary participants believe need to be 

known about women superintendents and central office administrators. The next section 

reports the findings for Other Things to be Known. 

Other Things to Be Known 

 Primary participants gave a wide variety of responses to what else needs to be 

known about women in the superintendency or central office. Responses that did not fit 

into any of the other emerging themes were grouped into the theme Other Things to Be 
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Known. Responses included: 1) “Women can be very successful in these roles” (W25); 

2) “Women are the backbone of public education” (W290); 3) I am curious about any 

correlation between generation and women in leadership roles in education. I wonder if 

women in my generation (I am 55) are somewhat over-represented compared to women 

who are younger. I wonder if my generation was at the “tail end” of fewer occupational 

choices for women (teaching, nursing) and so those of us who remained in education 

rose to leadership positions. If younger women had more choices as opportunities 

opened for women, I wonder if more of them pursued careers outside education and 

hence rose to leadership roles in other fields” (W710); 4) “They do the work that makes 

a difference for students” (W755); 4) “Whether the superintendent is male or female, 

there must be additional central office administrators that form a collaborative 

administrative team to move districts forward and increase students learning. Systemic 

improvement is not a one person job” (W1039); 5) “I currently serve under a woman 

superintendent who is a strong leader valued by the community. I guess you need to 

know that it is possible and it is happening” (W1107); 6) “It is nice to be here—it has 

helped support my family and has given me a great sense of making a difference—what 

joy!” (W1159); 7) How we (non-superintendents) see the learning curve. The ranking of 

divisions within the district and how that relates to the (selection) of the superintendent. 

Our district ranks personnel and business as the most important and superintendent 

characteristics are aligned (with those values). Curriculum knowledge would be of least 

value in our search for a new superintendent. This may be true in other districts” 

(W1293); and 8) “Only the best should represent us!” (W1325).  
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Mentors and Networking 

 Primary participants indicated the emergent theme mentors and networking with 

a low frequency (4%). The findings are being reported here because, although primary 

participants’ responses were low in this category, secondary participants indicate the 

theme with medium frequency (18%) and just missed inclusion in the high frequency 

category by two percent. The responses from primary participants on mentors and 

networks were: 1) “Great need for mentoring programs—connecting with other women 

in equivalent roles” (W543); 2) “Without the connections it can be more difficult to 

establish a network—especially if moving to a new area” (W974); and 3) “(We need to 

know) more about the mentoring process—formal or informal” (W1160). Secondary 

participants indicated the need for networks like the ones available to or created by 

men. A couple secondary participants shared the observation that women do not support 

other women in the superintendency: 1) “Other women in the superintendency are not 

always mentors because they may feel their own position is threatened by another 

talented woman” (W1078); 2) “At the present time there is little reaching down from 

women who aspire to the superintendency. Many women administrators so not wish to 

acknowledge their connection to other women or women’s networks. There seems to be 

a notion that it is more politically correct for women to describe themselves as 

‘integrated’ into the superintendency rather than as female superintendents. The idea is 

hindering other women in their effort to become superintendents” (W1224). The next 

section discusses the findings and literature relevant to future learning. 

Future Learning: Findings Discussed 

  This section on the discussion of findings is divided into three subsections by 
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emergent theme: 1) Good Old Boys and Gender Bias; 2) Other Things to Be Known; 

and 3) Mentors and Networking.  

Good Old Boys and Gender Bias 

 The Good Old Boy network and gender bias has been covered extensively in the 

literature. The Good Old Boys Network represents a social network that is largely 

closed to women. As a result, the resources and influence of that network is not readily 

available to women administrators. “It is conceivable that social groups (gender, race) 

have different access to (resources) because of their advantaged or disadvantaged 

structural positions and social networks” (Lin, 2001, p. 94). Women can overcome 

some of the disadvantage by being mentored by a male superintendent or having 

multiple mentors—one being a man. The advantage “is developing an ‘in’ with the 

‘good old boys’ network (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006, p. 190). 

Other Things to Be Known 

 The narrative responses to the theme classified as other things to be known 

are largely expressions of opinion and emotion and are not relevant to a literature 

search. The reader needs to be reminded that the primary participants are sharing their 

opinions and emotions about themselves and their job. The will naturally be of the 

strong opinion that what they do is important, makes a difference, and represents the 

“backbone” (W290) of public education. It is human nature to overinflate the 

importance of one’s work or the social group to which one belongs. 

Mentors and Networking 

The prevailing literature on leadership preparation agrees that mentoring is 

crucial to the development of leadership skills and vital to career advancement 
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(Brunner, 2002a; Calder, 2002; Craig & Hardy, 1996; DeTrude & Stanfield, 2000; 

Gardiner et al., 2000; Grogan, 1999 Grogan & Brunner, 2005; Kowalski & Stouder, 

1999; LePage-Lees, 1998; Logan, 1998; McIntosh, 1984; Ortiz, 2001; Reis, 2002; 

Spencer & Kochan, 2000; Tripses, 2004; Wesson, 1998; Whitaker & Lane, 1990; 

Zanville, 2001).The narrative responses of participants indicating reluctance to admit 

membership in women’s networks and the discomfort in mentoring other women  has 

been discussed in the literature (Beekley, 1999; Chase; 1995; Marshall, 1993; Schmuck 

& Schubert, 1995; Skrla et al, 2000;) and attributed by researchers to lessons women 

learned from the male construct of the superintendency. Women are subtly encouraged 

to remain silent of the issue of gender in the superintendency lest they be perceived as 

more as a woman than a superintendent (Marshall, 1993). This problem has been 

identified as the “myth of neutrality” which supports women’s silence on the issues 

(Skrla et al., 2000, p 49).  

Summary of Future Learning 

Narrative responses to future learning covered many themes due to the broad 

nature of the question. The emergent themes with the highest rate of frequency were 

Good Old Boys and Gender Bias and Other Things to Be Known. Other Things is 

actually a compilation of many different themes and consisted primarily of participants 

giving themselves and their colleagues praise. Good Old Boys and Gender Bias is 

support be the literature on women and the superintendency. Mentors and Networking 

was examined as there was a notable difference between primary and secondary 

participants on the importance of the issue. Secondary participants ranked the theme 

with higher frequency than primary participants. In the next section, a summary of 
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Chapter IV is presented.  

Summary of Findings and Discussion 

 Chapter IV presented details regarding the key qualitative and quantitative data 

of this study in order of research question. First, Research Question 1 “What are the 

perceptions of women central office administrators who do not aspire to the 

superintendency, regarding environmental influences on aspiration (support structures), 

and how do these perceptions compare with aspiring women central office 

administrators?” was examined through the emergent themes from responses to survey 

question 1, “What about the superintendency would you like to see change for it to be a 

more attractive position for you or others?” Emergent themes were: school boards; 

politics; and time demands. Data on other environmental influences from selected 

closed-ended questions was shared. 

 Next, research question 2 asked, What are the perceptions of women central 

office administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency, regarding personal 

influences on aspiration (conceptions of power), and how do these perceptions compare 

with aspiring women central office administrators? and was examined through the 

emergent themes from responses to survey questions: 1) Survey Question 5: Define 

Power; 2) Survey Question 6: How do you make decisions?; and 7) How do you get 

things done?  Emergent themes to survey question 5 regarding the participants’ 

definition of power were: Influence; Collaboration; and Getting the Job Done. Emergent 

themes to survey question 6 regarding how participants make decisions were: Consult 

Others; Research and Data; Shared and Collaboration; Decide; and Reflections on Pros, 

Cons, or Options. Lastly, emergent themes to survey question 7 regarding how 



   145 

 

participants get things done were: Organization and Planning; Delegating; 

Collaboration; Hard Work and Long Hours. Data from select closed-ended questions 

regarding other personal influences such as academic self-esteem and support from 

professional organizations was given. 

 The third and last research question “What are the perceptions of women central 

office administrators who do not aspire to the superintendency, regarding what needs to 

be known about women in the superintendency, and how do these perceptions compare 

with aspiring women central office administrators?” was examined through the 

emergent themes from responses to survey question 8: “What else do we need to know 

about women in the superintendency or central office?” Emergent themes arising from 

the responses were: Good Old Boys and Gender Bias; and the broad theme of Other 

Things to Be Known. Next, Chapter V presents the conclusions and implications for 

future research.   

CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The chapter on conclusions and implications is divided into four sections. The 

first section on conclusions reveals whether or not the research questions were answered 

and what conclusions can be drawn. The second section presents the implications of the 

conclusions on educational policy and practice. The third section proposes implications 

for future research including the possibility of a hybrid framework exploring the 

creation and affects of social capital on aspiration. The fourth section provides a 

summary of Chapter V. 
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Conclusions 

 This section on conclusions is divided into four sections. The first section 

presents conclusions based on what the background influences revealed and the 

potential effects that these influences have on aspiration. The second section presents 

conclusions based on environmental influences and their possible effects on aspiration. 

The third section reveals conclusions drawn about personal influences and their possible 

effects on aspiration. And finally, the fourth section presents conclusions regarding 

information gathered about what we need to know about the superintendency for future 

work with women central office administrators and others. 

Conclusion related to Background Influences 

 Background influences were included in the research to provide information on 

the life experiences of women central office administrators (WCOA), primarily in the 

form of demographic information. Due to the strong similarities between aspiring and 

non-aspiring women central office administrators’ demographics, other than the slight 

difference in the age at which primary and secondary participants entered 

administration, one can conclude that background characteristics have very few, if any, 

effects on aspiration. 

Conclusions related to Environmental Influences 

 The perceptions of non-aspiring WCOA related to environmental influences 

were focused on two topics: 1) school boards and 2) politics. For several reasons, non-

aspiring WCOA and aspiring WCOA participants agreed that school boards were not 

supportive of superintendents and/or women who aspire to the position. First, in terms 

of whether school boards provided a positive support structure, primary and secondary 
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participants were in agreement that school boards are not supportive of superintendents 

because they micromanage—behavior that puts the superintendent at risk. Second, both 

groups of participants also agreed that school boards are not supportive of women 

because they are gender biased. In addition, both groups advocated that additional 

training for school boards was necessary to address these concerns. Finally, non-

aspiring WCOA also indicated that the work of the superintendent is not supported by 

special interest groups, and that such political pressure distracts the focus from 

important district wide initiatives and moves into the hands of special interests and 

resulting political wrangling. Such lack of support from school boards and the resulting 

politics were concerns named by both groups of participants. 

However, there was one notable difference between primary and secondary 

participants related to the frequency with which each group identified their concerns 

about school boards and politics. Non-aspiring WCOA identified themes of school 

boards and politics almost identically; school boards (25%) and politics (21%) while 

aspiring WCOA ranked school boards at a significantly higher rate; school boards 

(39%) and politics (14%). While not a definitive conclusion, one can suggest from this 

significant difference that non-aspiring women may have less experience during their 

career development with school boards and the resulting politics than the women who 

aspire. Indeed, women who aspire spend a greater amount of time in line positions on 

their way to the central office than do women who do not aspire (Kim & Brunner, 

2009), and it is reasonable to assume that those in line positions have a greater number 

of opportunities to work with school boards than others who are in staff roles. One may 

conclude, therefore, that the non-aspiring WCOA’s apparent lack of experience with 
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school boards may have a negative effect on aspiration. 

Conclusions related to Personal Influences 

 The perceptions of non-aspiring WCOA regarding personal influences on 

aspiration (conceptions of power) were explored through the emergent themes that were 

related to how they defined power, how they made decisions, and how they got things 

done. Related to emergent themes (Table 4.3, p. 115) both groups defined power as 

influence and collaboration. Influence was further defined by non-aspiring WCOA in 

terms of power-over and power-with conceptions. WCOA either used their influence to 

make others do what they wanted them to do or used influence to support others in 

achieving their goals. Collaboration was identified in similar terms and frequency. 

Perceptions of how decisions are made were identified in themes of consulting others, 

research and data, and shared/collaborative decision-making. Non-aspiring and aspiring 

WCOA identified the emergent theme of consulting others and shared/collaborative 

decision-making in nearly identical frequencies. There was a notable difference 

between the groups in the area of using research and data to make decisions. Non-

aspiring WCOA reported using research and data at a significantly lower rate (37%) 

than aspiring WCOA (47%). One might conclude from this response that the greater 

focus on research and data reported by the aspiring WOCA may indicate that line 

positions—those positions that secondary participants spent more time in than the 

primary participants (Kim & Brunner, 2009)—require more research and data 

gathering. Without a doubt, such activity increases the professional tacit knowledge 

gained by women in such line positions and better prepares them for the 

superintendency. One could further conclude, therefore, that the lack of such individual 



   149 

 

preparation may actually diminish aspiration due to loss of confidence. 

In addition to the conclusion above (related to power conceptions), the study 

findings also reported that non-aspiring WCOA were much more likely to understand 

power as power-over than were aspiring WCOA. Given Brunner’s (1995) findings 

related to women’s conceptions of power and their resulting success in accessing the 

superintendency, one could conclude that non-aspiring WCOA (who have a greater 

tendency to conceptualize power as over others) are less likely to be encouraged to 

aspire to the superintendency. Indeed, women who are perceived as power-over people 

are less well-liked than those who are perceived to understand power as with others. 

This is an extremely important conclusion in that superintendency preparation programs 

could be altered to train women differently about their understanding and uses of power 

in order to enhance their access to the role (Brunner, 1995, 1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 2000b, 

2002b). 

Another group of findings were also important for the study’s conclusions. 

Three emergent themes were identified by non-aspiring and aspiring WCOA in the area 

of how they get things done: organization and planning; long hours and hard work; and 

collaboration. There were some differences noted between participant groups’ narrative 

responses. Organization and planning was identified as a higher rate by aspiring WCOA 

(51%) over non-aspiring WCOA (38%), and collaboration when getting things done 

was identified by non-aspiring WCOA at a higher rate (26%) over aspiring WCOA 

(18%). One concludes from these differences that non-aspiring WCOA spend less time 

than do aspiring WCOA with organizing and planning, a difference that could be 

explained again by the differences in career development in the two groups (Kim & 
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Brunner, 2009). Because aspiring WCOA have more line positions in their career 

development, one may assume that they have experienced greater breadth during their 

job experiences. Managing broader responsibilities often requires greater organizational 

and planning skills. Following this thought to its end, one could conclude that lack of 

aspiration in WCOA may be the result of narrow job responsibilities—a narrowness that 

excludes the necessary preparation for the breadth of the superintendency role. 

 Finally, the emergent themes that hold strong possibilities for future research 

are: 1) long hours and 2) hard work. When these two themes were merged into one 

theme it was noted that non-aspiring WCOA identified long hours and hard work at a 

notably higher rate (28%) than aspiring women. An additional sorting of the data was 

conducted to see what else could be learned. When separated, long hours was identified 

by both groups at similar rates but hard work was ranked significantly higher by non-

aspiring women than aspiring. One possibility could be that the enjoyment aspiring 

women feel as they are working the same types of long hours do not feel “hard” to 

them. Indeed, one could conclude that the lack of aspiration in some WCOA could be 

the result of experiencing their jobs as “hard” rather than as enjoyable.  

Emergent themes with very low response frequencies could also be explored for 

what they say about women and power. In response to Define Power, low response rates 

included: 1) Motivate; 2) Knowledge; and 3) Leadership. Low frequency emergent 

themes to the question how do you make decisions were: 1) What’s best for students; 2) 

Experience or history; 3) Policy or law; 4) Intuition; and 5) Resource consideration. 

Given the literature on women’s ways of leading and the ethic of care attributed to 

women, it would be expected that the area of What’s best for students would have 



   151 

 

ranked higher. Low frequency emergent themes for How do you get things done were: 

1) Meetings; 2) Clear expectations; and 3) Utilize resources. Without the ability to 

probe the participants it is not possibly to ascertain the reasons why these themes were 

not given the import of the other themes. 

Conclusions related to What Needs to be Known  

 Perceptions of non-aspiring and aspiring WCOA in the area of what needs to be 

learned were similar in most respects including the most frequent identification of the 

Good Old Boys’ Club and Gender Bias. There was one exception, however, and that 

was the difference between the two participants groups’ frequencies when identifying 

the theme Mentors and Networking. Non-aspiring WCOA did not indicate Mentors and 

Networking (4%) as frequently as aspiring WCOA (18%). One could conclude that 

non-aspiring WCOA have reached the top of their career ladder and do not believe that 

they need mentors or networking any longer. One might also conclude that this 

particular theme is a result of lack of aspiration rather than the cause of it. However, one 

might speculate that if non-aspiring WCOA were included more often in mentoring 

and/or networking opportunities, this particular result of lack of aspiration might be set 

aside. This particular conclusion speaks volumes about the need for professional 

organizations to strongly reach out to women central office administrators. 

Implications for Future Research 

 This section on implications for future research is divided into two sections. The 

first section presents questions raised that may be answered in future research on 

women in educational administration. The second section discusses the bipolar nature of 

the findings and implications for future research. The third section presents information 



   152 

 

regarding the potential for a hybrid framework merging Farmer’s (1985) framework on 

influences on aspiration motivation and Adler & Kwon’s (2002) framework on the 

creation of social capital. The suggestion of this framework leads to more questions 

than answers at this time but presents some possibilities for attempting to determine 

what causes women central office administrators to choose to stay in the central office 

and what persuades them to leave for the superintendency. The framework could also 

have implications for research in others areas of educational administration such as 

teachers’ aspirations to remain in teaching or pursue administration and building 

administrators’ aspirations or lack of aspiration to the central office or the 

superintendency. 

Questions for Future Research 

 The following is a list of questions that were raised during the research that hold 

possibility for future research: 

1. Collaboration was identified as an emergent theme for all elements affecting 

aspiration. If collaboration is deemed a power-with concept why do the majority 

of non-aspiring WCOA use definitions and practices of power that are primarily 

power-over or combination of power conceptions? 

2.  What can be discovered from further investigation into how non-aspiring and 

aspiring WCOA perceive the terms long hours and hard work? 

3. Does the creation of social capital have an effect on career aspiration for non-

aspiring women central office administrators? 
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4. What similarities and differences can be found between aspiring and non-

aspiring men central office administrators and aspiring and non-aspiring women 

central office administrators? 

5. Given the literature on women’s ways of leading and the ethic of care, why did 

women office administrators respond by identifying “what is best for the 

children”, in response to how they make decisions, at such a low frequency? 

6. What are the reasons for the bi-polar nature of the findings? The frequency of 

responses either occurred in the high end of the continuum or at the very low 

end of the continuum. There were few findings that would be considered in the 

true mid range. See Charts 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5 (pp. 154-156). 

In the next section, social capital will be briefly explored to provide the reader 

background for the possibility of future research seeking to answer the question, Does 

the creation of social capital have an effect on career aspiration for non-aspiring women 

central office administrators?
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 Chart 5.1 Findings for Survey Question 1 

 
 
 

 

Chart 5.2 Findings for Survey Question 5 
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Chart 5.3 Findings for Survey Question 6 
 
 

 

Chart 5.4 Findings for Survey Question 7 
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Chart 5.5 Findings for Survey Question 8 
 
 
 The Possibilities of a Hybrid Framework: The Creation of Social Capital 

 This section provides the reader with background information on elements of 

and benefits derived from social capital. This study’s research indicated basic elements 

of social capital in the responses of the primary participants. Future research of social 

capital and its affect on career aspiration for women central office administrators is a 

possible avenue for future research. A possible hybrid conceptual framework is 

suggested to explore the creation of social capital and the impact on aspiration in Figure 

5.1 (p. 155). The following paragraphs provide details from the literature on social 

capital (Field, 2008; Halpern, 2005; and Lin, 2001). 

 Women in central office positions have not climbed the career ladder in 

isolation. In fact, they have spent their careers interacting with numerous others 

(colleagues, parents, and community members), and in the process have built a 

tremendous amount of social capital. The most common career pathway to the central 

office is teacher, assistant principal or principal, and then central office administrator 
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(Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. 86). Highest percentages of women central office 

administrators (WCOA) enter their first administrative position between 31 and 35 

years of age and their first central office position between 41 and 45 years of age 

(Brunner & Grogan, 2007, p. 66). Previous to these career stages the majority had been 

elementary teachers. In all, these women have over 20 years of educational experience 

by the time they accept their first central office positions. Based upon the narrative data, 

extracted from open-ended survey questions from the American Association of School 

Administrators National Study of U.S. Women Superintendents and Central Office 

Administrators (Brunner & Grogan, 2007), this study suggests further exploration into 

the role of social capital on job satisfaction and aspiration might result in greater 

understanding of the lack of aspiration.  

 Social capital builds within social relations as long as three elements exist: 1) 

opportunity, 2) motivation, and 3) ability. The first element, opportunity, is accessed 

through an individuals’ social network. Strong social networks result in strong social 

capital. The strength of the social network is dependent on the quality of social 

interactions— their frequency, intensity, and multiplexity (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 24). 

Multiplexity is the term for a network tie that is created within social relationships that 

“serve more than one purpose, involves multiple social roles, or entails more than one 

type of social activity” (Holschuh & Segal, 2002).  

 The second required element to produce social capital, motivation, is created by 

the established norms and trust within the social network (Putnam, 1993). Leana and 

Van Buren (1999) asserted that the source of social capital lies in the trust and 

‘associability’ within the network. Associability is “the willingness and ability of 
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individuals to define collective goals that are then enacted collectively” (Van Buren, 

1999, p. 542).  

 The third required element for the creation of social capital, ability, is defined by 

the competencies and resources available to members of a network. Ability is closely 

intertwined with the other two elements of opportunity and motivation. The potential 

share of resources received is dependent upon the contact’s motivation to part with 

them. The total amount actually mobilized depends also on the opportunity created by 

the number of the contacts (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 27). Ability is also closely related 

to the benefits of influence and power. 

 When social capital is created, members of the network have access to the 

following benefits: information, influence/control/power, and solidarity. The first of 

these benefits, information, “facilitates access to broader sources of information and 

improves information’s quality, relevance, and timeliness” (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 

29). These network ties may also include information about job opportunities or 

innovations benefitting the larger organization (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 29). 

Traditionally, women have been at a relative disadvantage in the area if information 

sharing when compared to their male counterparts. “In essence, women’s lack of access 

to the ‘old boys’ network’ (literally) can put them at a disadvantage, particularly in the 

higher echelons of the labour market, where the ‘glass ceiling’ appears to operate” 

(Halpern, 2005, p. 48).  

 The second benefit of social capital, influence/control/power, is formed when 

network members build a set of obligations through exchanges or information and 

resources with other members of the network. These power benefits assist members “in 



 

 

Figure 5.1: Hybrid conceptual framework adapted from: Adler, P. & Kwon, S. (2002). 
Social Capital: Prospects for a new c
and Farmer, H.S. (1985). Model of career and achievement motivation for women and 
men. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 32(3), 
  

 

Figure 5.1: Hybrid conceptual framework adapted from: Adler, P. & Kwon, S. (2002). 
Social Capital: Prospects for a new concept. Academy of Management Review, 
and Farmer, H.S. (1985). Model of career and achievement motivation for women and 

Journal of Counseling Psychology, 32(3), 363-390. 
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Figure 5.1: Hybrid conceptual framework adapted from: Adler, P. & Kwon, S. (2002). 
Academy of Management Review, p. 23; 

and Farmer, H.S. (1985). Model of career and achievement motivation for women and 
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getting things done and achieving their goals” (Coleman, 1988, p. 102). Also, it is not 

the size or density of an individual’s social network that determines the potential 

strength of the influence, power, and control to which network members have access. 

The potential power and resources held by members of the network must be considered 

(Halpern, 2005, p. 23). The greater the power, influence, and control of network 

members—the fewer network members are needed to get things done. 

 The third benefit of social capital is solidarity. Strong shared norms and beliefs 

encourage compliance among members of the network (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 29) 

and result in “peer pressure” to keep moving forward with the mission of the group. 

Solidarity in the field of education is also encouraged through memberships in 

educational and professional organizations. Common values, language, and practices 

strengthen members’ social ties. The next section presents a closer look at the elements 

necessary in the creation of social capital—opportunity, motivation, and ability—and 

cites data from this study indicating need for further exploration of the affect of social 

capital on aspiration.  

Opportunity 

 Opportunity is provided through the resources made available in social networks 

and is strengthened by the “frequency, intensity, and multiplexity” of social interactions 

(Adler and Kwon, 2002, p. 24). Primary participants indicated that they make decisions 

primarily through research/data, consulting others and shared collaboration—all 

opportunity building activities. Collaboration and consulting is a time–consuming 

process that necessitates frequent interactions and exchange of ideas. The frequency of 

these interactions strengthens the social ties within the social network. Interactions 
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among central office administrators may also encompass more than business matters.  

Women central office administrators have developed friendships and alliances among 

their colleagues through personal as well as business exchanges—adding to the 

multiplexity of the relationships.  

 The relative strength of the social network also depends upon whether or not the 

network is open or closed. There are arguments made for the relative strength of closed 

or open social networks (Adler & Kwon, 2002). The central office is essentially a 

closed network system enveloping the superintendent, immediate central office, school 

administrators, and other educators. Interactions throughout the days are usually 

confined to persons in one of the preceding categories. Ideally, their shared focus is on 

the improvement of conditions within the school system leading to increased student 

achievement. This shared common purpose strengthens the social ties. Responses of 

primary participants illustrating this internal network were: 1) “I make most decisions 

after consulting my senior staff (B699); 2) “Identify persons I respect and ask their 

opinion” (H553); 3) “Collaborative with other members of the administrative team: 

principals, business administrators, superintendent” (W81); 4) “On current needs as 

assessed by administrative staff” (W542); 5) “Consult with directors for input” (W717); 

6) “Through discussions with colleagues” (W719); “Input for staff—central office and 

building level” (W819); and “Team decisions, talk issues over with administrative team, 

talk things over with the other administrators” (W1065). Next, the role of motivation in 

the creation of social capital for women central office administrators is examined. 

Motivation 

 Motivation in this context—the creation of social capital— is defined as the 
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“willingness and ability of individuals to define collective goals that are then enacted 

collectively” (Leana & VanBuren, 1999, p. 542). Women central administrators are 

particularly adept at collective action— as women and as educators— that is based 

upon ”deeply internalized norms, engendered through socialization in childhood or 

through experience later in life by the experience of a shared destiny with others” 

(Portes, 1998, p. 2). Traditionally, women have been socialized since the time they were 

little girls to be caretakers, organizers, and teachers. “Because girls identify positively 

with their mothers and then recreate the mothering roles in their lives, some 

psychologists believe that their capacity for nurturance and empathy are more 

developed than boys” (Jamieson, 1995, p.94). Early socialization sets some women up 

to be collaborators. Throughout the open-ended survey questions used in this study 

there were responses indicating a high level of collaboration among primary 

participants. Collaboration, consultation, and delegation were all identified as ways 

these women defined power, made decisions and got things done. In the next section the 

role of ability in the creation of social capital is explored. 

Ability 

 Ability, as a required element in the creation of social capital, is the resource 

provided by the actor’s network of ties, and its magnitude depends on the resources 

available to the actor through the members of the social network (Adler & Kwon, 2002, 

p. 26). However, the availability of resources is not the only consideration. Those in 

possession of resources need to have a motivation for sharing their resources. The 

motivation is provided through strong social ties. Through the strong social ties women 

central office administrators developed in their years as teacher, building administrator, 
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and central office administrator, they are able to access the talents and abilities of others 

in addition to their own. In the next section, the benefits of social capital and how this 

may take form in educational administration is explored. 

Benefits of Social Capital: Information, Power, and Solidarity 

        The first and most apparent benefit of social capital is access to information. 

Relationships broaden access to sources of information and improve the quality and 

timeliness of the information (Adler & Kwon, 2002). Through social networks actors 

can gain access to job information, financial, or physical resources. For educational 

administrators this can also include the latest research and data that can be used to 

improve student learning. Exchanges of information may also extend beyond the local 

group to other groups bearing similar interests (Burt, 1997). In the case of central office 

administrators, the entire organization can benefit from shared information and 

connections with other school districts and universities that can provide valuable data 

and resources. 

 The second benefit of the creation of social capital is power. Power and 

influence is accrued as individuals provide information and services to others in their 

social networks. These obligations can be called upon to be returned and may facilitate 

quick and important action that otherwise may not have happened outside of these 

relationships (Coleman, 1988). These obligations are what help to get the job done in a 

timely manner. 

 The third benefit of social capital is solidarity. “Strong social norms and beliefs, 

associated with a high degree of closure of the social network, encourage compliance 

with local rules and customs and reduce the need for formal controls” (Adler & Kwon, 
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2002, p.29). This strong solidarity is present in the educational system at many levels in 

the formation of leadership teams, professional learning communities, professional 

unions and organizations. These feelings of solidarity and trust instill in members habits 

of cooperation and solidarity that can be expressed outside of the immediate 

organization and lead to higher levels of generalized trust (Putnam, 1993, pp. 89-90). 

The feeling of belonging is a basic human need. Membership in a group of people 

sharing a common purpose can be affirming and satisfying.  

 In summary, data from this qualitative study indicated the presence of the three 

required elements for the building of social capital among non-aspiring women central 

office administrators. The benefits of social capital were also identified in the narrative 

responses of these primary participants. The presence of these elements raises one large 

future question, “Does the creation of social capital have an effect on career aspiration 

for non-aspiring women central office administrators?” In raising a large future 

question, this study has met one of the requirements of research—that is, when looking 

for answers to particular questions, new questions and new research agendas are 

spawned. That said, the reporting on this link in the chain of research—past, current, 

and future—is complete. 
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